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Introduction
Several years ago my book on The Politics of Proverbs: From Traditional 
Wisdom to Proverbial Stereotypes (1997) appeared in print, and I was deeply 
honored when it was selected for the Giuseppe Pitrè International Folklore 
Prize. This award most assuredly encouraged me to continue my work on 
the use and function of proverbial wisdom in political rhetoric, resulting in 
such books as The Proverbial Abraham Lincoln (2000) and “Call a Spade a 
Spade”: From Classical Phrase to Racial Slur (2002). It is indeed with much 
pleasure that I can now present eight additional studies on various aspects 
of the political employment of proverbial language under the collective title 
of Proverbs Are the Best Policy: Folk Wisdom and American Politics. While my 
earlier book contained chapters on Adolf Hitler’s, Winston S. Churchill’s, 
and Harry S. Truman’s authoritative and effective manipulation of proverbs, 
the proverbial discourse of the Cold War, and the origin, history, and 
meaning of the two proverbial slurs “The only good Indian is a dead Indian” 
and “No tickee, no washee,” the present volume is focused on the American 
political scene ranging from early revolutionary times to the present day. 
It thus represents a survey of the obvious predominance of proverbs in 
American political discourse.
The fi rst chapter on “‘Different Strokes for Different Folks’: American 
Proverbs as an International, National, and Global Phenomenon” serves as 
an introductory analysis of what characterizes American proverbs. It is shown 
that many of the proverbs current in the United States have their origin in 
classical times, the Bible, and the Middle Ages. As such, they were translated 
into many languages over the centuries, making up a common stock of 
proverbial wisdom in large parts of the world. Of course, new proverbs were 
also coined in the United States with some of them having only a regional 
distribution while others belong to the basic set of commonly known 
American proverbs with a national dissemination. With the important 
political and cultural role of the United States and its version of the English 
language in the world today, both sets of proverbs, the international and 
national texts, have now a signifi cant global infl uence. With English being 
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the lingua franca of the modern age, Anglo-American proverbs are being 
disseminated throughout the world in English or as loan translations. There 
is thus no doubt that English-language proverbs are now playing the role 
that Latin proverbs did in former times. In addition, the new American 
proverbs with their worldview of a democratic and future-oriented society 
also have a considerable infl uence on the sociopolitical discourse on the 
globe.
The second chapter on “Government of the People, by the People, 
for the People’: The Making and Meaning of an American Proverb about 
Democracy” investigates when this triadic statement originated and how it 
became an American proverb defi ning the entire concept of democracy in 
a most succinct manner. The various sections of this detailed survey deal 
with the early beginnings with John Adams and John Marshall, with Daniel 
Webster’s signifi cant speech of January 26, 1830, with Theodore Parker’s 
important abolitionist speeches and writings, and with Abraham Lincoln 
as the catalyst and phrase-forger with his use of the proverbial triad at the 
end of his famous Gettysburg Address of November 19, 1863. From there 
I move on to Frederick Douglass’s repetitive use of the proverb, taking 
it far beyond its white-male connotation to include African Americans 
and women by speaking of “all people.” All of this is followed by further 
sections on the appearance and meaning of the proverb after Lincoln and 
Douglass in the latter part of the nineteenth century, the fi rst half of the 
twentieth century, its use by Churchill and Truman in their attempt to 
defend democracy during the beginning of the Cold War, and the survival 
of the “people” proverb in the modern age, both during recent presidential 
campaigns and in the sociopolitical struggles as they are presented in the 
mass media. While Abraham Lincoln’s name remains attached to this verbal 
sign of democracy, the proverb is also often cited as an anonymous piece 
of wisdom that encompasses the fundamental principles of a democratic 
government.
Considerable work has been done on the use of proverbs by such major 
political fi gures as Otto von Bismarck, Vladimir Ilych Lenin, Mao Tse-tung, 
and those mentioned above, but there is no reason why female politicians 
like Indira Gandhi or Margaret Thatcher should not be investigated as well. 
As a start, my third chapter on “‘God Helps Them Who Help Themselves’: 
Proverbial Resolve in the Letters of Abigail Adams” looks at how this 
remarkable woman infl uenced her husband John Adams, her family, and 
numerous politicians of the day with her epistolary missives rich in proverbial 
wisdom. She never held a political offi ce and never gave a public speech, 
but her strong character and keen intellect had much infl uence during the 
revolutionary years and the subsequent period of building a democratic 
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American nation. Her employment of proverbs indicates her resolve, her 
eagerness to give advice, her debating abilities, her role as an independent 
matriarch, her struggle for the proper treatment of women, her unbending 
morality, her skill as a political strategist, her insightful observations on 
human nature, and her incredible optimism regarding the future of her new 
country. In all of her vast correspondence, be it in the form of letters to 
family members or to important political leaders, she made ample use of 
proverbial language to underscore her arguments with the common sense 
expressed in folk metaphors.
In the fourth chapter on “‘A House Divided Against Itself Cannot Stand’: 
From Biblical Proverb to Abraham Lincoln and Beyond” I look at the role 
that the divided house proverb (see Mark 3:25) has played in American 
politics, starting with Thomas Paine’s remarkable essay on Common Sense 
Addressed to the Inhabitants of America (1776). Abigail Adams made good 
use of it during the War of 1812, followed by such major political fi gures as 
Sam Houston and Daniel Webster. By the time Abraham Lincoln gave his 
famous “House Divided” speech on June 16, 1858, the proverb had become 
a metaphor for the division in the American nation over the issue of slavery. 
The proverb developed into a proverbial slogan during the famous Lincoln-
Douglas debates of that same year, with Lincoln losing the Senate election to 
Stephen A. Douglas. Once the Civil War started, Lincoln stopped using the 
Bible proverb, as its prophetic wisdom had already proven itself to be true. 
But the proverb had become attached to Lincoln’s name as can be seen from 
a multitude of contextualized occurrences to this day. In fact, the proverb or 
allusions to it has repeatedly been used in the titles of historical or political 
studies regarding divisive issues ranging from the Civil War to the Vietnam 
War. Former German chancellor Willy Brandt introduced the proverb 
with reference to Lincoln during the time of Germany’s reunifi cation as a 
powerful political slogan, showing how this American symbol of unity can 
be deployed anywhere in the world.
Frederick Douglass, former slave and abolitionist spokesman, shared 
the proverbial prowess of his friend Abraham Lincoln, as I demonstrate in 
my fi fth chapter on “‘Do Unto Others as You Would Have Them Do Unto 
You’: Frederick Douglass’s Proverbial Struggle for Civil Rights.” As a deeply 
religious person, Douglass relied heavily on biblical proverbs to strengthen 
the social and moral statements in his debates, lectures, and writings. But 
while this wisdom from the Bible provided religious authority to Douglass’s 
rhetoric, he was also very much aware of the social signifi cance of folk 
proverbs in his fi ght against slavery and for civil rights. He employs proverbs 
as collective wisdom and social strategies to bring across his important social 
and moral messages that included the struggle for his own race after the 
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Civil War and the expansion of women’s rights. As such, proverbs show 
themselves to be traditional wisdom well suited to become verbal weapons 
in his untiring fi ght for freedom, democracy, and civil rights for all people. 
Douglass fought with words and deeds for his egalitarian beliefs, with his 
own proverbial motto “If there is no struggle, there is no progress” expressing 
his moral commitment to uphold the so-called Golden Rule of doing unto 
others as you would have them do unto you as the ultimate wisdom for 
human life. 
Such American presidents as John Adams, Abraham Lincoln, and 
Harry S. Truman were masterful “proverbialists,” but this could certainly 
be shown to be true for a number of additional presidents. In order to get 
at least an idea of how proverbial some of our other leaders have been, I 
looked at a certain speech that every president delivers in my sixth chapter 
on “‘It’s Not a President’s Business to Catch Flies’: Proverbial Rhetoric 
in Presidential Inaugural Addresses.” I carefully investigated all fi fty-fi ve 
ceremonial speeches by American presidents, dividing my fi ndings into 
seven convenient sections from George Washington to John Quincy 
Adams, from Andrew Jackson to James Buchanan, from Abraham Lincoln 
to William McKinley, from Theodore Roosevelt to Herbert Hoover, 
from Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Dwight D. Eisenhower, from John F. 
Kennedy to Jimmy Carter, and from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush. 
There is no doubt that the inaugural speeches by Lincoln, FDR, and 
Kennedy stand out in rhetorical quality, and their speeches also contain 
some of the most often quoted phrases that have found their way into 
dictionaries of quotations and proverbs. The use of quotable phrases or 
proverbs adds signifi cantly to the communicative and emotional quality 
of such presidential rhetoric to millions of people. As presidents struggle 
to fi nd the right words to relate to people of different cultural, ethnic, and 
intellectual backgrounds, they will do well in citing at least some proverbs 
as sapiential expressions of common sense. 
Both Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Winston S. Churchill were 
magnifi cent public speakers and masters of the English language, frequently 
relying on proverbs and proverbial expressions to add metaphorical 
expressiveness to their statements. The seventh chapter on “‘We Are All 
in the Same Boat Now’: Proverbial Discourse in the Churchill-Roosevelt 
Correspondence” demonstrates this by way of a detailed analysis of the 
1161 and 788 messages sent by Churchill and Roosevelt respectively to 
each other during the turbulent war years between 1939 and 1945. As both 
world leaders rallied their people through word and deed to fi ght as allies 
against the dictatorial powers during the Second World War, they relied 
heavily on proverbial language for effective communication. This is also true 
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for their private and secretive letters, messages, memoranda, and telegrams. 
The proverbial language, especially metaphorical texts referring to the body, 
animals, and the military, gives their important communications a lively 
and humane fl avor that illustrates their deep friendship, trust, and support 
of each other. Frequently used as colloquial arguments, these proverbial 
interjections into an otherwise factual epistolary exchange bear witness to 
the determination of these two leaders of the free world to win the struggle 
against the Axis powers. There is no doubt that the use of proverbs helped 
these two friends to cope with life and death matters by adding some 
traditional common sense to a complex situation.
Finally, the eighth chapter on “‘Good Fences Make Good Neighbors’: 
The Sociopolitical Signifi cance of an Ambiguous Proverb” looks once again 
at the origin, history, dissemination, function, and meaning of an American 
proverb by interpreting a large number of contextualized examples from 
the middle of the nineteenth century to the present day. This time I have 
divided my inclusive investigation into fourteen sections on international 
proverbs about fences, two English antecedents to the proverb, other 
proverbs of the structure “Good X make(s) good Y,” the Irish variant “Good 
mearings make good neighbors,” the history of the proverb before 1914, 
the proverb in dictionaries of quotations and proverbs, and Robert Frost’s 
celebrated poem “Mending Wall” (1914) that helped to spread the hitherto 
rather infrequently found proverb throughout the nation and beyond. Then 
I look at the proverb in literary works and in the mass media, dividing 
the rich references into those dealing with fences as positive and aesthetic 
structures, housing feuds over fences, metaphorical fences, the proverb and 
the law, international politics and the proverb, and the need for fences in the 
modern world. As such, this chapter becomes a survey in culture, folklore, 
history, language, psychology, and worldview, showing that the proverb 
“Good fences make good neighbors” is by no means a “simple” piece of 
folk wisdom. The proverb certainly takes on a very ambiguous role as it is 
applied to the political ramifi cations of building walls at the borders between 
Mexico and the United States or between Israel and the Palestinians. This 
chapter is thus a unique example of the many layers of meaning that one 
and the same proverb can take on in different contexts.
As can be seen from these short paragraphs summarizing the eight 
individual chapters, there is considerable overlap among them to justify 
bringing them together under the heading of Proverbs Are the Best Policy: 
Folk Wisdom and American Politics. They represent part of my work on 
proverbs during the past fi ve years, with fi ve chapters having previously been 
published. The additional three chapters help to round out the picture of 
how proverbs play a major role in the American political scene throughout 
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the history of the United States and ranging from everyday political issues 
to presidential politics. Proverbs permeate our sociopolitical life everywhere 
and at all times, and they are signifi cant signs of the wisdom and worldview 
of an entire nation trying to uphold the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness for all its citizens, and, with the help of the United 
Nations, for all humankind. It is my hope then that this book might be a 
small contribution to a better understanding of how proverbs as strategically 
used folk wisdom continue to be important communicative devices that 
deserve close scrutiny.
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“Different Strokes for Different Folks”
American Proverbs as an International, National, and
Global Phenomenon
Proverbs as one of the smallest ubiquitous folklore genres have been collected 
and studied since the beginning of written records. Both paremiographers 
and paremiologists have been hard at work at publishing collections and 
treatises throughout the world. In fact, proverb scholarship has reached such 
a phenomenal level of accomplishment that it is diffi cult for the fl edgling 
proverb scholar to deal with the plethora of valuable information.1 And yet, 
as is true for most intellectual endeavors, there still remains much work to 
be done in both areas of proverb studies. The varied use and function of 
proverbs as cultural signs and strategically placed rhetorical devices need to 
be investigated in much more detail by paying attention to different historical 
periods.2 Much can also still be learned by socio- and psycholinguistic 
approaches that look at proverbs from the point of view of cognition, 
comprehension, and communication.3 Above all, much more attention 
should be paid to the continued employment of proverbs in the modern age 
of technology, the mass media, the internet, and general globalization.4 But 
additional proverb collections based on serious lexicographical principles are 
also a defi nite desideratum, including regional, national, and international 
compilations. While much is known about common European proverbs, it 
is high time to assemble comprehensive and comparative African as well as 
Near and Far Eastern proverb collections. Such compendia will eventually 
enable paremiographers to isolate fundamental proverb types that connect 
peoples through common wisdom all over the world.5 Proverbs have always 
played a major role in human communication, be it in oral or written form, 
and there is no doubt that proverbs as traditional expressions of human 
wisdom are here to stay for generations to come. Antiquated proverbs might 
in fact drop out of usage, but there are those proverbs that will forever be 
applicable to the human condition, with new proverbs constantly being 
added to this treasure trove of folk wisdom. 
The International Base of American Proverbs
The subfi eld of comparative paremiography can indeed look back on a strong 
tradition with several hundred polyglot collections having been assembled 
during the past centuries. This is especially the case for European proverbs 
with their common classical, biblical, and medieval Latin origins. However, 
many of these collections are mere enumerations of texts without any 
scholarly apparatus revealing the origin and historical dissemination of such 
common proverbs. It is for this reason that the Lithuanian paremiographer 
and paremiologist Kazys Grigas some thirty years ago was justifi ed to begin 
the introduction to his signifi cant comparative proverb collection Lietuviu˛
patarle˙s (1976) with the statement that “the correlation between national 
and international elements in proverbs of different nations has received 
very little attention.”6 And the following paragraph from these introductory 
remarks holds as true today as when they were composed by Kazys Grigas:
What are the laws of interrelation between the linguistic and extralinguistic 
factors which govern the origin, evolution, dissemination, longevity and 
death of proverbs and, fi nally, the penetration of their imagery into 
different languages? What are the levers which direct the movement 
of proverbs into one or another channel? What is the correlation of 
qualitative linguistic differences and similarities in proverbial texts? What 
elements refl ect individual cultures—ethnic traditions and the mode of 
spiritual life,—and what has to be ascribed to phenomena typical of 
many cultures? What facts of language, linguistic stylistics and history 
of culture must be summoned up to investigate the national sources 
of proverbs and proverbial phrases of one’s own people? And, fi nally, 
what is the ratio of internationally disseminated proverbs to proverbs of 
restricted distribution within the lore of one nation?7
These questions occupied Kazys Grigas throughout his long and active 
life, and he has provided many answers regarding especially the national 
corpus of Lithuanian proverbs and its relationship to European proverbs 
in such superb publications as his comparative proverb collection Patarliu˛
paralele˙s (1987), his magisterial national collection of Lietuviu˛ patarle˙s ir 
priežodžiai (2000) that will eventually comprise fi ve massive volumes, as 
well as numerous essays tracing the origin and international distribution of 
individual proverbs.8
Cognizant of the importance of the English language and culture, 
Kazys Grigas has, of course, included many English equivalents or variants 
in his polyglot collections. The same is true for the many other modern 
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paremiographers with comparative interests, as can be seen from such 
invaluable collections as Jerzy Gluski’s Proverbs: A Comparative Book of 
English, French, German, Italian, Spanish and Russian Proverbs with a Latin 
Appendix (1971); Jens Aa. Stabell Bilgrav’s 20,000 Proverbs and Their 
Equivalents in German, French, Swedish, Danish (1985); Matti Kuusi’s 
Proverbia septentrionalia: 900 Balto-Finnic Proverb Types with Russian, Baltic, 
German and Scandinavian Parallels (1985); Emanuel Strauss’ Dictionary 
of European Proverbs (1994); Luis Iscla’s English Proverbs and Their Near 
Equivalents in Spanish, French, Italian and Latin (1995); and Teodor Flonta’s 
A Dictionary of English and Romance Languages Equivalent Proverbs (2001). 
In fact, these comparative collections are based on the English language as 
a recognized world language, and this is also the case with Gyula Paczolay’s 
unrivaled polyglot collection of European Proverbs in 55 Languages with 
Equivalents in Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, Chinese and Japanese (1997), one of 
the fi nest paremiographical accomplishments of all times.
The proverbs listed as “English” in these collections are indeed current 
in Great Britain, but for the most part they are also very much in use in the 
other parts of the world where English is spoken. After all, these polyglot 
collections with their limited number of entries deal with the most common 
European proverbs, with almost all of them having classical, biblical, or 
medieval Latin origins, in other words, they are to a considerable degree 
not really indigenous to Great Britain at all. And there is another problem 
with these polyglot compendia, useful as they are for comparative purposes 
and for translators as well as students of foreign languages. They basically 
contain a certain European paremiological minimum shared by most 
European languages or at least by such linguistically related languages as 
the Baltic, Germanic, Romance, or Slavic languages.9 What they include 
to a much lesser extent are nationally distinct variants or various degrees 
of equivalents. And regarding the English language, no distinction is being 
made to proverbs particular to Canadian, American, Australian and any of 
the other “Englishes” spoken on the globe. In addition, modern English-
language proverbs, no matter what their origin might be, are not listed, 
even though some of them have entered other languages through loan 
translations.
But in any case, there is no doubt that the English-language proverbs 
in use in the world in general and in Great Britain as well as the United 
States in particular are a proverbial mixed bag and certainly represent 
quite an international phenomenon. Such proverbs as “One swallow 
does not make a summer,” “One hand washes the other,” “Big fi sh eat 
little fi sh,”10 and “Love is blind” go back to classical times and were loan 
translated into English. Biblical proverbs like “He who digs a pit for 
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another, will fall into it himself ” (Proverbs 26:27), “Man does not live by 
bread alone” (Deuteronomy 8:3 and Matthew 4:4), “As you sow, so will 
you reap” (Galatians 6:7–8), and “He that will not work, shall not eat” 
(2 Thessalonians 3:10) have entered the English language through skillful 
Bible translations, and many medieval Latin proverbs have also been 
anglicized, among them “The pitcher goes so long to the well until at last 
it breaks,” “Strike while the iron is hot,” “All that glitters is not gold,” 
and “New brooms sweep clean.”11 Nevertheless, the English language of 
Great Britain has its own rich proverb tradition with thousands of well-
known texts, as for example “Beauty is only skin deep,” “A penny saved 
is a penny earned,” “A friend in need is a friend indeed,” and “The proof 
of the pudding is in the eating.” British settlers brought this international 
and national proverb repertoire with them to the United States, and other 
immigrant groups carried their foreign language proverbs with them as 
well, of which some have been translated into English as well. A couple 
of German proverbs that were translated into English and which have 
become very popular in the United States over time are “Don’t throw 
the baby out with the bath water” and “The apple does not fall far from 
the tree.”12 But proverbs from immigrants of other nationalities have also 
been translated, notably from Italian and ever more from Spanish because 
of the millions of bilingual Spanish/English speakers. The rich Yiddish 
proverb tradition has also had a considerable infl uence on proverbs 
current in American English, but paremiologists need to investigate more 
individual proverbs to illustrate these fascinating linguistic and cultural 
processes. Most collections and studies of proverbs have looked only at 
the texts in their native languages without paying any attention to their 
loan translations gaining currency in the United States.13 Much important 
work still needs to be done to study the proverb lore that has become 
part of the American language by means of translating foreign language 
proverbs of the thousands of immigrants.
It also needs to be pointed out that the Native Americans have had a 
minuscule infl uence on the American proverb corpus. This is not due to the 
terrible treatment that the Indian tribes received from the immigrants and 
the eliminationist policies of various government agencies. The reason lies in 
the yet unsolved conundrum of the incredible dearth of proverbs among the 
Native Americans. Anthropologists have recorded only very few proverbs 
from a number of tribes, and the total of recorded indigenous Indian proverbs 
is at best two hundred! This is a truly astonishing phenomenon when one 
considers, for example, the wealth of African proverbs that have been collected 
from oral tradition. It appears that Indians have less metaphorical language, 
and wisdom was handed down orally more through folk narratives than 
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such proverbs as “The deer, though toothless, may accomplish something” 
(don’t judge by appearances), “When the fox walks lame, old rabbit jumps,” 
and “The moon is not shamed by the barking of dogs.”14 Basically then, the 
majority of proverbs in general use in America was imported, and just as this 
large country represents an international melting pot, so the proverbs, with 
a preponderance of British texts, are a smorgasbord of traditional wisdom. 
This also includes African proverbs brought to America with the unfortunate 
slaves and resulting in a very rich African American proverb tradition.15 And 
yet, this international basis of proverbs also contains national American 
proverbs that were coined in the United States and which spread regionally 
as well as throughout the entire land.
Turning to the specifi c case of American proverbs, i.e., proverbs that 
can be proven to have originated in the United States, matters become quite 
complex if not chaotic. Actually, some comparative paremiographers have 
paid some lip service to the obvious importance of American proverbs in 
the modern world. Thus Selwyn Gurney Champion in his still valuable 
collection of Racial Proverbs. A Selection of the World’s Proverbs arranged 
Linguistically (1938) did in fact include a small list of 73 “American—
USA” proverbs, among them “Don’t sell America short,” “Put up or shut 
up,” “Life is just one damned thing after another,” and “Every man must 
skin his own skunk.”16 Other examples, however, can be traced back at 
least to British origins, pointing clearly to the diffi culty of establishing the 
national American identity of a particular proverb. The same is the case 
for the section of 56 proverbs from the “United States” in Gerd de Ley’s 
International Dictionary of Proverbs (1998), where one fi nds proverbs like 
“Ignorance is bliss” and “Love laughs at locksmiths” that are determinately 
not of American origin. My own Encyclopedia of World Proverbs (1986) 
and Harold V. Cordry’s The Multicultural Dictionary of Proverbs (1997) 
list considerably more American proverbs throughout their many pages. 
However, both Cordry and I have clearly made errors in labelling some 
proverbs too quickly as “American.” Upon closer scrutiny one quite often 
fi nds that such texts had been in use in Great Britain long before they 
became established as folk wisdom in the United States.
American Proverbs as a Distinct National Corpus
Fortunately, however, paremiographers have at least several excellent 
historical proverb dictionaries at their disposal that help to establish the 
origin and distribution of English language proverbs in Great Britain and 
the United States (in part also Canada). There is no need to review the 
long and impressive history of British paremiography here. Suffi ce it to 
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mention F. P. Wilson’s third edition of The Oxford Dictionary of English 
Proverbs (1970) and the third edition of John Simpson’s and Jennifer 
Speake’s The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs (1998). Regarding the 
issue of American proverbs at hand, four major historical dictionaries based 
on sound scholarly practices are available to the paremiographer, including 
thousands of proverbs and variants recorded from written sources that 
span all four centuries of the development of the United States: Bartlett 
Jere Whiting, Early American Proverbs and Proverbial Phrases (1977), Archer 
Taylor and Bartlett Jere Whiting, A Dictionary of American Proverbs and 
Proverbial Phrases, 1820–1880 (1958), Bartlett Jere Whiting, Modern 
Proverbs and Proverbial Sayings (1989), and Wolfgang Mieder, Stewart A. 
Kingsbury, and Kelsie B. Harder, A Dictionary of American Proverbs (1992). 
There is, however, one major problem with these collections in that they are 
an international hodgepodge of proverbs from many sources and only in 
part comprised of national American texts. Their titles are thus somewhat 
misleading in that the word “American” merely signifi es that the registered 
proverbs in these volumes are in common use in North America. They are 
“American” proverbs in that the general population makes use of them 
frequently as concisely expressed traditional bits of wisdom. As such, they 
certainly belong in a general dictionary of so-called American proverbs, 
albeit that many of them are not of American origin.
The complexity of all of this was demonstrated by the American 
paremiologist Richard Jente in the early 1930s. He was able to show that 
of a collection of 199 supposedly American proverbs only 10 or a mere 
5% were in fact coined in the United States, among them “Don’t kick a 
fellow when he is down,” “It pays to advertise,” and “Great minds run in the 
same channels.”17 About the same time, the American poet Carl Sandburg 
(1878–1967) with his ear close to the ground of proverbial folk speech, 
composed his long poem Good Morning, America (1928) as well as his epic 
poem The People, Yes (1936).18 They are replete with hundreds of proverbs 
and proverbial expressions from all walks of life and ethnic minorities of the 
United States. He saw himself as the voice of the cross section of American 
life, being very well aware of the fact that proverbs, despite their conciseness 
and simplicity, make up the worldview or mentality of practical life.19 As he 
put it in section eleven of Good Morning, America, it behooves lay people 
and scholars alike to “behold the proverbs of a people, a nation,” for they are 
verbal and cultural signs of their mores and attitudes:
A code arrives; language; lingo; slang; 
behold the proverbs of a people, a nation: 
Give ‘em the works. Fix it, there’s always 
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a way. Be hard boiled. The good die young.
[...]
Business is business.
What you don’t know won’t hurt you.
Courtesy pays.
Fair enough.
The voice with a smile.
Say it with fl owers.
Let one hand wash the other.
The customer is always right.
[...]
There are lies, damn lies and statistics.
Figures don’t lie but liars can fi gure.
There’s more truth than poetry in that.
You don’t know the half of it, dearie.
It’s the roving bee that gathers the honey.
A big man is a big man whether he’s a president or a prizefi ghter. 
[...]
It pays to look well. 
Be yourself.
Speak softly and carry a big stick. 
War is hell.
Honesty is the best policy. 
It’s all in the way you look at it. 
Get the money—honestly if you can. 
It’s hell to be poor. 
Well, money isn’t everything. 
Well, life is what you make it. 
[...]
There must be pioneers and some of them get killed. 
The grass is longer in the backyard.
[...]
Can you unscramble eggs?
Early to bed and early to rise and you never meet any prominent 
people.
Let’s go. Watch our smoke. Excuse our dust. 
Keep your shirt on.20
This is a revealing composite of slang and proverbial speech to 
characterize American society, integrating phrasal elements almost at 
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random from all segments of the American people. What a daunting task 
it would be to trace the origin of each expression of this collage, be they 
from other lands or actually of American coinage.21 While it is diffi cult to 
prove a general American origin, the problem of establishing what proverbs 
might have been coined in a particular state or region of the United States 
is an even more vexing proposition. In fact, the question of the origin of 
any particular proverb becomes a major research project in itself. It is thus 
extremely diffi cult to speak of American proverbs, New England proverbs,22
or even Vermont proverbs.23 Such designations are to a large degree mere 
constructs. However, the issue is, in any case, not so much one of origin but 
rather the fact that a particular proverb or a set of proverbs have been in use 
or are presently in common employment somewhere in the United States in 
general or in certain regions. 
But there is no reason to despair, even though it is high time that 
paremiographers put together a scholarly collection of bona fi de American 
proverbs. The four hybrid collections contain, after all, numerous proverbs 
that have been proven to be of a purely American origin. They do represent 
a national stock of American proverbs, expressing to a certain degree also 
the American worldview that has developed over a period of four centuries. 
Benjamin Franklin, who for the most part copied the proverbs for his Poor 
Richard’s Alamacks during the fi rst half of the eighteenth century out of British 
proverb collections, was nevertheless the originator of a number of proverbs: 
“Three removes is (are) as bad as a fi re,” “Laziness travels so slowly, that 
poverty soon overtakes him,” “Industry pays debts, while despair increases 
them,” and “There will be sleeping enough in the grave.”24 They certainly 
helped to establish the American ideal of Puritan ethics that included the 
idea of the “self-made man,” giving hope to thousands of immigrants as 
they looked forward to make their fortune in this thriving country.25 The 
pragmatically oriented transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson added the 
ever-popular proverb “Hitch your wagon to a star” in 1870 as an expression 
of high hopes for a good life to the optimistic American worldview.26 But 
Emerson was also an early American paremiologist, refl ecting deeply on the 
purpose of proverbs in the expanding American society. In his fi rst lecture 
on “Shakspear” [sic] (1835) he speaks of proverbs as “pictures” and of “the 
value of their analogical import.” These comments foreshadow the modern 
theoretical interpretation of proverbs as signs.27 One could indeed speak of 
Emerson as a precursor to paremiological semiotics:
The memorable words of history and the proverbs of nations consist 
usually of a natural fact selected as a picture or parable of moral truth. 
Thus, “A rolling stone gathers no moss;” “A bird in the hand is worth 
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two in the bush;” “A cripple in the right way will beat a racer in the 
wrong;” “‘Tis hard to carry a full cup even;” “Vinegar is the son of wine;” 
“The last ounce broke the camel’s back;” “Long lived trees make roots 
fi rst;” and the like. In their primary sense these are trivial facts but we 
repeat them for the value of their analogical import.28
With the addition of the proverb “Make hay whilst the sun shines,” 
Emerson also included this paragraph in his signifi cant chapter on “Language” 
in his book Nature (1836), explaining that “the world is emblematic. Parts 
of speech are metaphors because the whole of nature is a metaphor of the 
human mind.”29 Clearly then Emerson looks at proverbs as emblematic or 
analogic signs for nature in general and humanity in particular.
It is also a known fact that at the beginning of the twentieth century 
President Theodore Roosevelt declared that American international 
politics ought to follow the wisdom of “Speak softly and carry a big 
stick” (1901), and this utterance has long since become an often quoted 
American proverb. But most of the American proverbs are, of course, 
anonymous, or nobody thinks of their individual originators any longer, 
as can be seen from such proverbs as “Paddle your own canoe” (expressing 
the spirit of independence), “The best defense is a good offense” (being 
proactive), “You can’t unscramble eggs” (impossibilities), “Figures don’t 
lie” (reliance on facts), “Banks have no heart” (economics), “What is good 
for General Motors, is good for America” (big business), “Life begins at 
forty” (youthfulness), “Garbage in, garbage out” (world of computers), 
and even the scatological “Shit happens” (acceptance of fate). Some of 
these examples clearly show that proverbs are still being coined today, 
while others drop out since they do not fi t modern attitudes and mores 
any longer. Older English proverbs like “A woman’s tongue wags like a 
lamb’s tail” or “Spare the rod and spoil the child” have disappeared or are 
on their way out, while such proverbs as “A woman without a man is like 
a fi sh without a bicycle” or “There is no free lunch” are steadily gaining 
in currency and popularity.
Other modern truly American proverbs originated among the Black 
population and have entered general American folk speech, for example 
“What goes around comes around” and, of course, the truly liberating and 
quintessential American proverb “Different strokes for different folks” from 
the 1950s.30 But just as certain ethnic groups have their own proverbs, the 
different professions have also formulated proverbs that fi t their interests. 
Proverbs like “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” and “An 
apple a day keeps the doctor away” are old British health rules that continue 
to be in frequent use in America, while “If you hear hoofbeats, think horses, 
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not zebras” is a modern American piece of advice to young physicians who 
might be looking too hard for rare diseases rather than common ailments.31
Just as medical doctors have their proverbial maxims, so lawyers possess legal 
rules to fall back on that have been in use in Latin and the vernacular since 
the Middle Ages, such as “A man’s home is his castle” and “First come, fi rst 
served.” But there is also that infamous proverbial statement “If the glove 
doesn’t fi t, you must acquit” that was coined by the defense lawyer Johnnie 
Cochran during the O. J. Simpson murder trial in 1995. Other indigenous 
American proverbs that have gained general currency especially during the 
twentieth century are among many others “The grass is always greener 
on the other side of the fence,”32 “Hindsight is twenty-twenty,” “Life is 
just a bowl of cherries,” “Shit or get off the pot,” “It takes two to tango,” 
and “You’re only young once.” Popular culture, fi lms, and the entire mass 
media play a major role in spreading such new proverbs. While proverbs 
continue to be cited in their standard wording in the modern age, they 
quite often get changed into so-called anti-proverbs that intentionally vary 
the wisdom of the traditional wording, as for example “No body is perfect” 
(Nobody is perfect) or “Home is where the computer is” (Home is where 
the heart is). In fact, these two anti-proverbs are presently well on their 
way of becoming new American proverbs in their own right.33 They refl ect 
Americans’ preoccupation with the appearance and health of their bodies, 
and Americans certainly feel the need to be connected to a computer and 
the internet most of the time.
But here are a few additional relatively new American proverbs that 
have gained much popularity throughout the country during the past half 
century. While many are contained in A Dictionary of American Proverbs
(1992), others are part of a fascinating annotated list that the American 
paremiologist Charles C. Doyle has put together after detailed analysis as to 
their origin. He entitled his list quite appropriately “On ‘New’ Proverbs and 
the Conservativeness of Proverb Dictionaries” (1996), thereby pointing out 
that paremiographers everywhere must pay much more attention to modern 
proverbs.34 Not doing this gives people the absolutely false impression that 
proverbs are not created any longer, while actually quite the opposite is 
true. Modern people, even of a highly technological society as that of the 
United States, are still very much in need to couch their observations and 
experiences into concise proverbs expressing the wisdom of their age in 
modern metaphors, as for example:
Been there, done that.
The buck stops here.
The camera doesn’t lie.
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You can’t beat (fi ght) city hall.
Crime doesn’t pay.
Another day, another dollar.
No guts, no glory.
Nice guys fi nish last.
Last hired, fi rst fi red.
You only live once.
It’s better to be pissed off than to be pissed on.
If you can’t say something nice (good), don’t say anything at all.
You can prove anything with statistics.
Three strikes and you’re out.
Don’t sweat the small stuff.
It takes one to know one.
If you want to talk the talk, you got to walk the walk.
Things are tough all over.
It’s the thought that counts.
Two can live as cheaply as one.
That’s the way the ball bounces.
Winning isn’t everything.
The various American oriented proverb collections mentioned earlier 
contain hundreds more proverbs that were coined in the United States, 
indicating clearly that this immigrant nation has had and continues to have 
its own history of proverb making.
American Proverbs as a Global Phenomenon
These texts are but a small sample of American proverbs that are in common 
usage in the United States and that have been spread to a large degree also 
throughout the rest of the English-speaking world. They express modern 
thoughts regarding individuals in their relationship with social issues, ranging 
from a claim of personal freedom to the submission to outside forces, from 
optimism to pessimism, and from the humorous to the sublime.35 Many 
of them are not particularly metaphorical, stating their proverbial wisdom 
instead in rather direct language and thus refl ecting a rather matter-of-fact 
attitude towards modern mass society. As such they are easily transferable from 
one English-speaking culture to another, except for such proverbs as “Three 
strikes and you’re out” or “Another day, another dollar” with their specifi cally 
American references to the game of baseball and the standard currency.
But this constantly increasing global infl uence of American as well as 
earlier British proverbs is by no means limited to those countries where 
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English is the national language. While much more research is needed to 
illustrate the acceptance of American proverbs either in their English wording 
or as loan translations in other national languages and cultures, I have been 
able to show by some detailed studies that this is most certainly the case in 
Germany, a country where the population perhaps has been too quick at 
times to take over thousands of American words and to a lesser degree also 
phraseologisms.36 The takeover of proverbs is by no means always positive, as 
in the case of the American stereotypical proverb “The only good Indian is a 
dead Indian” that gained currency in the United States after the Civil War. 
It is a terribly prejudicial invective against Native Americans, summarizing 
the inhumane view and brutal treatment of these indigenous peoples. 
Regrettably, the proverb can still be heard today, and its applicability has 
been expanded by replacing the “Indians” by any despised group of people. 
Variants like “The only good German (Jew, Nigger, Serb, etc.) is a dead 
German (Jew, Nigger, Serb. etc.)” have all been recorded.37 But while it is a 
national shame that this negative proverb continues to linger in American 
rhetoric, it is indeed highly suspect that the loan translation “Nur ein toter 
Indianer ist ein guter Indianer” has gained currency in Germany, once again 
including variants dehumanizing other ethnic and national groups.38
While this is a disturbing example of the powerful infl uence of 
American culture as expressed in proverbs, there is also a rather innocuous 
but surprising development taking place with the English proverb “The 
early bird catches the worm” that has long been very popular in the United 
States as well. The German proverb “Morgenstunde hat Gold im Munde” 
(The morning hour has gold in its mouth; i.e., The early bird gets the 
worm), according to empirical paremiological research the most popular 
German proverb, has been considered the perfect equivalent for the English 
text by native speakers and translators, although the metaphors of both texts 
are strikingly different.39 Since the sixteenth century both proverbs have 
lived side by side, without one or the other having been loan translated into 
the other language. But this has now changed during the past two decades 
due to the tremendous infl uence of the American mass media and popular 
culture. Translators of books, magazine articles, fi lm scripts, comic strips, 
etc. have repeatedly rendered the proverb in German as “Der frühe Vogel 
fängt den Wurm” rather than replacing it by the customary “Morgenstunde 
hat Gold im Munde.” There are occasions where this literal translation of the 
English metaphor does in fact make sense in a particular context, but more 
often than not the “Morgenstunde” proverb would have been a perfectly 
meaningful rendering. And yet, my international proverb archive contains 
numerous references to the new loan translation, and a computer search of 
large electronic data bases brought to light so many additional texts that 
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there can be no doubt that “Der frühe Vogel fängt den Wurm” is a new 
loan proverb in the German language.40 It has not and will not replace the 
“Morgenstunde” proverb, but it certainly has entered the German language 
and culture and is bound to gain even more in popularity. 
If this new “Vogel” loan proverb can give the “Morgenstunde” proverb a 
bit of competition, as it were, it should not be surprising that some old as well 
as new American proverbs for which no German equivalents exist are gaining 
acceptance in Germany. At times they are cited in the English language to 
add a certain worldly appeal to a statement. When such proverbs begin to 
be quoted as loan translations, they are usually introduced by such formulas 
as “an English proverb says” or “according to an English proverb” to draw 
attention to the unusual piece of wisdom. Once in a while the designation 
“American” is used, but for the most part the generic term “English” appears, 
perhaps because people are simply not aware whether a proverb is of British 
or American origin. In any case, once a loan translation has gained some 
familiarity because of frequent use, the new “German” proverb begins to 
stand alone and loses its American identity. In a number of individual studies 
I have been able to illustrate this phenomenon by means of numerous 
contextualized examples for the following American/German proverb pairs:
It takes two to tango.
Zum Tango gehören zwei.41
A (one) picture is worth a thousand words.
Ein Bild sagt mehr als tausend Worte.42
An apple a day keeps the doctor away.
Ein Apfel pro Tag hält den Arzt fern.43
Good fences make good neighbors.
Gute Zäune machen gute Nachbarn.44
The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.
Das Gras auf der anderen Seite des Zaunes ist immer grüner.45
Don’t put all your eggs into one basket.
Man soll nicht alle Eier in einen Korb legen.46
The proverb “Don’t put all your eggs into one basket” is actually of 
British origin, dating back to the seventeenth century. However, it never 
jumped across the Channel to Germany. This only happened in the early 
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1980s by way of the incredible American infl uence on the German language. 
The German “Eier” proverb is thus technically speaking a loan translation 
of an Angloamerican rather than an American proverb per se. But there 
is no need to split hairs over the matter. There is no doubt that English 
language proverbs are entering the German linguistic and cultural scene 
both in their original language or as loan translations primarily by way of 
the United States. This phenomenon has taken place especially since the 
1950s with America’s infl uential role in Germany in particular. Since the 
1980s a number of American proverbs have become new German proverbs 
through loan translations, but obviously this fascinating development is by 
no means as wide spread as with individual words and idioms. Proverbs are 
structurally too rigid and metaphorically too demanding to be accepted in 
large quantities, but the process might well intensify and accelerate in the 
future.
It also remains to be shown whether such loan translations are occurring 
in other countries of the world as well. The global infl uence of American 
proverbs in English speaking countries is certainly considerable with 
American English playing a dominant role in all spheres of international 
communication. But the distribution of American proverbs by way of 
loan translations is defi nitely part of this intriguing process. It is a modern 
phenomenon reminiscent of the role that the Latin language once played as a 




“Government of the People, by the People,
for the People”
The Making and Meaning of an American Proverb
about Democracy
Abraham Lincoln’s closing remarks of his short yet famous Gettysburg 
Address of November 19, 1863, have become proverbial as “Government of 
the people, by the people, for the people.” Yet, as is the case with some other 
famous utterances of Lincoln, he relied on the wisdom and insights of others 
to create his memorable phrase that provides a most succinct defi nition of 
democracy. Already on May 9, 1901, Samuel A. Green made the following 
observation on the widespread distribution and currency of this American 
credo:
One short clause at the very end of this speech has been quoted on 
various occasions so often that it is now as familiar as a household word. 
I refer to the expression: “That this nation, under God, shall have a new 
birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, 
for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” The sentiment here 
contained is so simple, and defi nes a democracy so clearly and tersely, 
that it seems somewhat singular that the same idea has never been fully 
expressed before; as the Preacher says: “There is no new thing under the 
sun.”1
Green then proceeds to refer to somewhat similar statements by Thomas 
Cooper (1794), an address presented to President John Adams (1798), 
Chief Justice John Marshall (1819), Daniel Webster (1830), Alphonse de 
Lamartine (1850), and Theodore Parker (1850), and there is, as expected, a 
whole series of subsequent attempts to fi nd precursors to Lincoln’s profound 
statement. It will be the task of this chapter to trace this history of the phrase 
in much more detail by citing references in context. But the story does 
not end there, since Lincoln’s unique formulation turned from a quotable 
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defi nition of democracy to a generally known democratic proverb. As such 
it has survived in numerous and very different contexts to this day, and this 
development needs to be told as well.
Lexicographical Accounts of the “People” Triad
The British journal Notes & Queries included several short paragraphs 
between 1908 and 1916 on the phrase, starting with the question whether 
anybody could verify the claim that John Wycliffe included the following 
declaration in the preface to his Bible translation of 1384: “This Bible is 
for the government of the people, by the people, and for the people.”2 This 
matter came up again in 1916, but once again nobody was able to fi nd the 
statement in the various editions of the Wycliffe Bible.3 Instead, the scholars 
drew attention to John Marshall (1819), Daniel Webster (1830), Theodore 
Parker (1850 and 1854), and, of course, Abraham Lincoln as the last link 
in this chain.
More modern lexicographers followed suit in their various dictionaries 
of quotations. Of special importance is Kate Louise Roberts’ completely 
revised and enlarged Hoyt’s New Cyclopedia of Practical Quotations (1922)
with references to Thomas Cooper (1794), John Adams (1798), John 
Marshall (1819), Benjamin Disraeli (1827), Daniel Webster (1830), 
Lamartine (1850), Theodore Parker (1850, 1854, and 1858), and Abraham 
Lincoln (1863).4 Of major signifi cance is also the reliable Home Book of 
Proverbs, Maxims, and Famous Phrases (1948) by Burton Stevenson, which 
adds the names of Lord John Russell (1831), J. R. Lowell (1884), Oscar 
Wilde (1895), and Michael Arlen (1939) to the list of references, thus 
actually taking the recorded history of the phrase beyond Lincoln for once.5
Subsequent compilers of quotation dictionaries do not equal the number of 
references of these two early standard works,6 and it is a defi nite disservice 
when editors continue to refer to Wycliffe’s Bible as the fi rst occurrence of 
the phrase under discussion.7 While Gregory Titelman also maintains the 
erroneous reference to Wycliffe in his Dictionary of Popular Proverbs and 
Sayings (1996), he ascribes a correct proverbial character to the well-known 
phrase and mentions Daniel Webster, Theodore Parker, and Abraham 
Lincoln, while at the same time also referring to the modern use of the 
phrase by Bel Kaufman (1964), Walter Mondale (1984), and Rudolph 
Giuliani (1994).8
Clearly scholars tracing the history and dissemination of a particular 
expression must not only look for its possible sources but should also 
investigate how the particular quotation-turned-proverb lives on in various 
contexts. One thing is for certain, E. D. Hirsch and his co-authors were 
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correct when they included the following statement in The Dictionary of 
Cultural Literacy (1988): “government of the people, by the people, and 
for the people Words from the GETTYSBURG ADDRESS of Abraham 
LINCOLN, often quoted as a defi nition of DEMOCRACY.”9 Because of 
space constraints, this says very little, of course, and the same is true for the 
minimal contextual information given in the many dictionaries of phrases, 
proverbs, and quotations. Better or more voluminous such compilations 
might cite longer passages, but most often the references are unsatisfactory 
and at times simply copied from an earlier compilation. What follows is an 
attempt to show a much more inclusive history of this proverbial defi nition of 
democracy, showing its somewhat different verbalization before Lincoln by 
John Marshall, Daniel Webster, Theodore Parker and others, then Lincoln’s 
unique reformulation of it, and eventually its survival through a century 
and a half until the present day, noting especially the powerful employment 
of the statement by Frederick Douglass, Winston S. Churchill, Harry S. 
Truman, and many other political and literary fi gures as well as journalists 
and copy writers of advertisements. The dictionaries already mentioned 
have provided a solid start for this study, but my own voluminous readings 
in American history, literature, and the mass media added many additional 
references. Also, the modern electronic search abilities yielded fascinating 
additional materials that would not have been located without this new 
world of databases.10 The result is a detailed chronological investigation 
of one of the most famous phrases of American history that expresses not 
only for this nation but for the entire world in a proverbial nutshell the 
underlying principle of a democracy.
Early Beginnings with John Adams and John Marshall
The earliest statement that has at least some resemblance with Abraham 
Lincoln’s powerful triad is contained in an epistolary description of the new 
American government and society for a British friend that Thomas Cooper 
includes in his book entitled Some Information Respecting America (1794):
You ask what appear to me to be the general inducements to people to 
quit England for America? In my mind, the fi rst and principal feature 
is, The total absence of anxiety respecting the future success of a family. 
There is little fault to fi nd with the government of America, either in 
principle or in practice: we have very few taxes to pay, and those are of 
acknowledged necessity, and moderate in amount: we have no animosities 
about religion; it is a subject about which no questions are asked: we 
have few respecting political men or political measures: the present 
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irritation of men’s minds in Great Britain, and the discordant state of 
society on political accounts, is not known there. The government is the 
government of the people, and for the people.11
Even though Cooper uses but two elements of the triadic structure, he 
is already expressing the fundamental idea that a democratic government 
consists of the members of that society and exists for their benefi t. Four 
years later, in early July of 1798, the citizens of the County of Westmoreland 
in Virginia sent a declaration of support to President John Adams which 
included this passage:
The Declaration that our People are hostile to a Government made by 
themselves, for themselves and conducted by themselves is an Insult 
malignant in its Nature, and extensive in its Mischief. [...] That Freemen 
should differ in Opinion concerning the Measures of their Government 
is not only to be expected but is even to be desir’d when Obedient to 
Law and Guided by Love of Country. [...] Where is the Nation that can 
coerce United Columbia into Submission? The Sun has not yet shone 
upon it.12
Adams clearly was appreciative of this statement at a time when he was 
struggling with the possibility of having to go to war in Europe. On July 
11, 1798, he took the time to respond to this supportive address by quoting 
the governmental triad from it, showing that he took an immediate liking 
to this defi nition of democracy about whose nature he had given so much 
thought in written and oral form:
An address so replete with sentiments purely American and so respectful 
to me, subscribed with the Names of four hundred respectable Citizens 
of Virginia is to me of inestimable Value. The declaration that our People 
are hostile to a Government, made by themselves, for themselves, and 
conducted by themselves, if it were true, would be a demonstration 
that the people despise and hate themselves; this inference unnatural 
and shocking as it seems, is however, always literally true of a corrupted 
people.13
It should be noted, however, that Adams is merely quoting the Virginia 
declaration and that he did not originate this particular formulation. It also 
gained no currency in the public sphere but serves as an indication that 
the underlying idea of the phrase is in the air at this time. This is very 
well shown by a comment that Chief Justice John Marshall made in his 
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“McCulloch v. Maryland” opinion of March 6, 1819: “The government 
of the Union, then, [...], is, emphatically and truly, a government of the 
people. In form and in substance it emanates from them. Its powers are 
granted by them, and are to be exercised directly on them, and for their 
benefi t.”14 This is not to say that some thoughts along these lines were not 
going on in Europe. The British statesman and novelist Benjamin Disraeli 
included these refl ections on governmental power in his fi rst novel Vivian 
Grey (1827), long before he became Prime Minister in the second half of the 
nineteenth century:
We must not forget [...] that it is the business of those to whom 
Providence has allotted the responsible possession of power and 
infl uence—that it is their duty—[...] to become guardians of our weaker 
fellow-creatures—that all power is a trust—that we are accountable for 
its exercise—that, from the people, and for the people, all springs, and 
all must exist; and that, unless we conduct ourselves with the requisite 
wisdom, prudence, and propriety, the whole system of society will be 
disorganised; and this country, in particular, fall a victim to that system 
of corruption and misgovernment which has already occasioned the 
destruction of the great kingdoms mentioned in the Bible; and many 
other States besides—Greece, Rome, Carthage, etc.15
Yet another masterful British statesman, Earl John Russell, followed suit 
on March 1, 1831, when he rose in Parliament in support of the Reform 
Bill (1832) for the House of Commons, once again showing that thoughts 
regarding the political future of the people were expressed in triads:
To establish the Constitution on a fi rm basis, you must show that you are 
determined not to be the representatives of a small class, or of a particular 
interest; but to form a body [of government], who, representing the 
people, springing from the people, and sympathising with the people, 
can fairly call on the people to support the future burthens of the 
country, and to struggle with the future diffi culties which it may have 
to encounter; confi dent that those who call upon them are ready to join 
them heart and hand: and are only looking, like themselves, to the glory 
and welfare of England.16
Sixteen years later, in France, Alphonse de Lamartine expressed similar 
views in his comprehensive study of the French Revolution with the title 
Histoire des Girondins (1847): “Ce but, c’était la souveraineté représentative 
de tous les citoyens. puisée dans une élection aussi large que le peuple
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lui-même, et agissant par le peuple et pour le peuple dans un conseill électif 
qui serait tout le gouvernement. L’ambition de Robespierre, si souvent 
calomniée alors et depuis, n’allait pas au-delà.”17 An English translation of 
this analysis appeared in 1847, the year of its original publication: “This 
end was the representative sovereignty of all the citizens, concentrated in an 
election as extensive as the people themselves, and acting by the people, and 
for the people, in an elective council, which should be all the government. 
The ambition of Robespierre, so often calumniated then and since, went 
not beyond this.”18 There might not have been much if any infl uence of 
the Disraeli or Lamartine formulations on the American scene, but they 
do show a defi nite preoccupation with the attempt to express in a succinct 
fashion the basic ideas of a democratic government.
Daniel Webster’s Speech of January 26, 1830
There is no doubt that Abraham Lincoln was aware of Daniel Webster’s 
defi nition and characterization of the American government which he 
included in a famous speech in the Senate of January 26, 1830, that dealt 
with the so-called Missouri Compromise of 1820, which admitted Missouri 
as a slave state and Maine as a free state while prohibiting slavery in territories 
that later became Kansas and Nebraska:
It is the people’s Constitution, the people’s government, made for 
the people, made by the people, and answerable to the people. The 
people of the United States have declared that this Constitution 
shall be the supreme law. We must either admit the proposition, or 
dispute their authority. The States are, unquestionably, sovereign, so 
far as their sovereignty is not affected by this supreme law. But the 
State legislatures, as political bodies, however sovereign, are yet not 
sovereign over the people. [...] I hold it [the government] to be a 
popular government, erected by the people; those who administer it, 
responsible to the people; and itself capable of being amended and 
modifi ed, just as the people may choose it should be. It is as popular, 
just as truly emanating from the people, as the State governments. [...] 
The people, then, erected this government. They gave it a Constitution, 
and in that Constitution they have enumerated the powers which they 
bestow on it. They have made it a limited government. They have 
defi ned its authority.19
This is an extremely important argument for the singleness of the 
nation that is governed by laws that go beyond those of individual states. 
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His argument for a national “people’s government, made for the people, 
made by the people, and answerable to the people” is quite close to Lincoln’s 
statement at the end of the Gettysburg Address some thirty years later, but 
it does not yet have the “proverbial ring” to it which Lincoln, the masterful 
rhetorical craftsman, was able to give to it.
This is also true for a similar description of the American form of 
government which Asher Robbins presents in his essay on “The American 
Revolution” (1841), namely “that the most powerful, the most prosperous, 
and the most happy of all governments, is the government of the people, 
by the people.”20 This short binary formula of “government of the people, 
by the people” rings well in the ear, and it is slowly but surely becoming 
a rhetorical standard and will be picked up by Lincoln in due time. It is, 
however, not known and perhaps doubtful that he knew this particular 
essay, although he was an avid reader in such matters.
Major Importance of Theodore Parker’s
Speeches and Writings
In a speech of May 25, 1850, at a meeting of the citizens of Boston in 
Faneuil Hall, the clergyman, social reformer, and abolitionist Theodore 
Parker addressed the vexing problem that slavery presented to the nation, 
and his words mark the beginning of a constant fl ow of attempts by him to 
fi nd the best wording for a short defi nition of the nature of the American 
government. In these early remarks, he has not yet found a concise triadic 
structure:
It is a great question, comprising many smaller ones:—Shall we extend 
and foster Slavery, or shall we extend and foster Freedom? Slavery, with its 
consequences, material, political, intellectual, moral; or Freedom, with 
the consequences thereof? A question so important seldom comes to be 
decided before any generation of men. This age is full of great questions, 
but this of Freedom is the chief. It is the same question which in other 
forms comes up in Europe [revolutions of 1848]. This is presently to be 
decided here in the United States by the servants of the people, I mean, 
by the Congress of the nation; in the name of the people; for the people, 
if justly decided; against them, if unjustly. If it were to be left tomorrow 
to the naked votes of the majority, I should have no fear. But the public 
servants of the people may decide otherwise.21
But then, two months later on May 29, 1850, Parker found truly 
compelling words in his speech on “Slave Power in America” at a New 
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England anti-slavery convention in Boston. Here he defi nes the American 
government in exactly the same way that Abraham Lincoln would do it 
thirteen years later, but there is one considerable difference in that Parker 
adds the inclusive adjective “all” three times before the noun “people,” clearly 
signalling that he means to include the hopefully soon to be freed slaves of 
the nation as well. His remarks belong to the most impressive statements of 
that period in American history, and they certainly deserve to stand next to 
those of Lincoln whose important utterances could obtain wider currency 
due to his leadership position:
There is what I call the American idea. I so name it, because it seems to 
me to lie at the basis of all our truly original, distinctive and American 
institutions. It is itself a complex idea, composed of three subordinate and 
more simple ideas, namely: The idea that all men have unalienable rights; 
that in respect thereof, all men are created equal; and that government is 
to be established and sustained for the purpose of giving every man an 
opportunity for the enjoyment and development of all these unalienable 
rights. This idea demands, as the proximate organization thereof, a 
democracy, that is, a government of all the people, by all the people, 
for all the people; of course, a government after the principles of eternal 
justice, the unchanging law of God; for shortness’ sake, I will call it the 
idea of Freedom.22
This speech had its infl uence on Lincoln in many ways, notably on 
his repeated use of the statement that “all men are created equal; that they 
are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among 
these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” from the Declaration 
of Independence,23 to which Parker is obviously alluding as well. Quite 
certainly Lincoln was infl uenced by Theodore Parker’s use of the triadic 
structure of his government defi nition. When Lincoln concluded his 
Gettysburg Address on November 19, 1863, with the claim that the 
“government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish 
from the earth,”24 he gave it the concise and perfect form in which it survives. 
He can hardly be called the originator of this phrasal defi nition, but it was 
he who implanted it in the minds and worldview of his contemporaries 
and generations of Americans to come. Interestingly, Lincoln dropped out 
the inclusive word “all,” and that is exactly where the historical, cultural, 
social, and political problem arises with Lincoln’s proverb. Did he even 
include the African-American population in his thoughts when he spoke 
of a “government of the people, by the people, for the people?” After all, 
Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863, had not yet 
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brought suffrage to the former slaves, and women’s right to vote was also 
not established yet. Thus the proverb appears as a privileged statement for 
white males, with Theodore Parker’s more liberal statement proving the 
exception to the rule.
Half a year later, Parker returned to his inclusive defi nition of a true 
democracy, but in his Thanksgiving sermon of November 28, 1850, he 
reduced his triad to an absolute minimum, dropping the noun “people” and 
using instead the nominalization of “all” to bring his point across that he 
does mean everybody:
This democratic idea is founded in human nature, and comes from the 
nature of God who made human nature. To carry it out politically is to 
execute justice, which is the will of God. This idea, in its realization, leads 
to a democracy, a government of all, for all, by all. Such a government 
aims to give every man all his natural rights; it desires to have political 
power in all hands, property in all hands, wisdom in all heads, goodness 
in all hearts, religion in all souls.25
It is hard to say whether Parker at this early date in American history 
thought of women in his claim that “every man” deserves the fair treatment 
of a democratic government, but be that as it may, he certainly includes the 
slaves as such. Linguistically it should be noted, however, that he has not 
yet found a repeatable formula for his triadic defi nition. Not only has he 
deleted the noun “people,” he also changed the order of the prepositions of 
“of, by, for” (which Lincoln will use as well) to “of, for, by.”
In any case, Lincoln might also have known Parker’s address “Some 
Thoughts on the Progress of America,” which he delivered at an anti-slavery 
convention in Boston on May 31, 1854. Here Parker returned to his original 
triad with the same sequence of prepositions:
First there is the Democratic Idea: that all men are endowed by their 
Creator with certain natural rights; that these rights are alienable only by 
the possessor thereof; that they are equal in all men; that government is 
to organize these natural, unalienable, and equal rights into institutions 
designed for the good of the governed; and therefore government is 
to be of all the people, by all the people, and for all the people. Here 
government is development, not exploitation.26
Another four years later, on May 26, 1858, Parker delivered a speech 
at yet another New England anti-slavery convention on “The Relation of 
Slavery to a Republican Form of Government.” This time he defi nes three 
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forms of government, returning more or less to his truncated triad but 
changing the preposition “of” to the interesting variant “over”:
All society must have its government, that is, Rules of Conduct, and 
Conductors to see that they are kept.—Abstract Rules, Concrete Rulers. 
The substance of government consists in these two, and is always the 
same: but the forms thereof vary much from land to land, and age to age; 
yet may they be thus grossly summed in three:
I. Monarchy—The One-Man Power; government over all, but by 
one, and often in practice it turns out to be chiefl y for the sake of that 
one.
II. Oligarchy—The Few-Men Power; government over all, but by 
a few, and often in practice it turns out to be chiefl y for the sake of that 
few.
III. Democracy—The All-Men Power; government over all, by all, 
and for the sake of all. Yet, practically, it must be government by the 
Majority, and in fact, it often turns out to be chiefl y for the advantage 
of that majority. As a general rule, no majority, no small body of men, 
no individual man, is ever trusted with unlimited power over others, but 
he abuses it—for his gain, to their loss. Such is the friction in all social 
machinery.27
A little more than a month later, in his last great anti-slavery address 
on July 4, 1858, entitled “The Effect of Slavery on the American People,” 
Parker uttered the following words in the Music Hall at Boston:
Theocracy, the priest power; monarchy, the one-man power; and 
oligarchy, the few-men power—are three forms of vicarious government 
over the people, perhaps for them, not by them. Democracy is direct 
self-government, over all the people, by all the people, for all the people. 
Our institutions are democratic: theocratic, monarchic, oligarchic 
vicariousness is all gone.28
We know for a fact that Abraham Lincoln was aware of Parker’s work at 
that time. His friend and early biographer William H. Herndon reports that 
he brought with him “additional sermons and lectures by Theodore Parker, 
who was warm in his commendation of Lincoln. One of these lectures was 
a lecture on ‘The Effect of Slavery on the American People,’ which was 
delivered in the Music Hall in Boston, and which I gave to Lincoln, who 
read and returned it. He liked especially the following expression, which 
he marked with a pencil, and which he in substance afterwards used in 
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his Gettysburg address: ‘Democracy is direct self-government, over all the 
people, for all the people, by all the people.’”29
There is one more reference from the infl uential writings and opinions 
by Theodore Parker that deserves to be cited here in conclusion. In his 
signifi cant essay on “Transcendentalism” (published posthumously in 1876), 
Parker shows how much the ideal of a democratic government is not based 
on experience and precedents alone but that it starts from a consciousness 
of human nature, appealing to a natural justice and a harmonious and 
progressive development:
The great political idea of America, the idea of the Declaration of 
Independence, is a composite idea made up of three simple ones: 1. 
Each man is endowed with certain unalienable rights. 2. In respect 
of these rights all men are equal. 3. A government is to protect each 
man in the entire and actual employment of all the unalienable rights. 
Now the fi rst two ideas represent ontological facts, facts of human 
consciousness; they are facts of necessity. The third is an idea derived 
from the two others, is a synthetic judgment a priori; it was not learned 
from sensational experience; there never was a government which did 
this, nor is there now. Each of the other ideas transcended history: 
every unalienable right has been alienated, still is; no two men have 
been actually equal in actual rights. Yet the idea is true, capable of 
proof by human nature, not of verifi cation by experience; as true as 
the proposition that three angles of a triangle are equal to two right 
angles; but no more capable of a sensational proof than that. The 
American Revolution, with American history since, is an attempt to 
prove by experience this transcendental proposition, to organize the 
transcendental idea of politics. The idea demands for its organization, 
a democracy—a government of all, for all, and by all; a government by 
natural justice, by legislation that is divine as much as true astronomy is 
divine, legislation which enacts law representing a fact of the universe, 
a resolution of God.30
Not meaning to take anything away from Parker’s philosophical and 
religious thoughts, he simply can’t get his triple formula straight! This 
time it is “a government of all, for all, and by all,” and this new variant 
is proof that the formula as such has not been solidifi ed into a proverbial 
quotation by Parker himself let alone the general American population. It 
took Abraham Lincoln in his public role as President of the United States to 
accomplish this feat. But never could it be denied that Theodore Parker had 
a major infl uence on the political and social thought of Lincoln, including 
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the defi nitive formulation of “government of the people, by the people, for 
the people” in his Gettysburg Address of 1863.
Abraham Lincoln as Catalyst and Phrase Forger
Before turning to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, it might do well to cite 
one more paragraph that includes the spirit albeit not the precise linguistic 
form of the triadic phrase. In 1857, W. Alfred Jones refl ected on the 
American government in his essay on “Titles,” chastising his fellow citizens 
for placing too much value on pomp and circumstance in the form of 
honors, ceremonies, titles, etc. This ought not to be so in a true democracy 
which he defi nes as follows:
Democracy is a principle (political, not social), and does not depend 
upon the dress or pursuits or accomplishments of the individual 
professing it. It is a philanthropic and philosophic system of polity, 
wholly irrespective of personal habits or prejudices. It is the government 
of the people by themselves. Of this great body, the leaders (for the mass 
cannot act as one man, and must delegate duties and assign powers) are 
expected to be in advance, socially and intellectually, if not also morally 
and politically of their fellows, else why leaders? And we fi nd as a matter 
of history, the staunchest advocates of liberal views and free government 
at all times, and especially in the most excited times, to have been able 
men, good patriots and gentlemen—to look at Lafayette in France; 
Sidney and Russell and Hampden in England; and all of our own great 
Revolutionary characters without exception.31
Admittedly, the phrasal segment “government of the people by 
themselves” is perhaps a mere allusion to the actual tripartite formula that 
is gaining in currency in the mid 1850s. But Lincoln had the same problem 
in his “Message to Congress in Special Session” of July 4, 1861, where he is 
justifying his decision to go to war with the rebelling Southern states:
And this issue [the beginning of open hostilities and the possible break-
up of the country over slavery] embraces more than the fate of these 
United States. It presents to the whole family of man, the question, 
whether a constitutional republic, or a democracy—a government of 
the people, by the same people—can, or cannot, maintain its territorial 
integrity, against its own domestic foes. It presents the question, whether 
discontented individuals, too few in numbers to control administration, 
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according to organic law, in any case, can always, upon the pretences 
made in this case, or on any other pretences, or arbitrarily, without any 
pretence, break up their Government, and thus practically put an end 
to free government upon the earth. It forces us to ask: “Is there, in all 
republics, this inherent, and fatal weakness?” “Must a government, of 
necessity, be too strong for the liberties of its own people, or too weak 
to maintain its own existence?” So viewing the issue, no choice was left 
but to call out the war power of the Government; and so to resist force, 
employed for its destruction, by force, for its preservation.32
It is a bit surprising that Lincoln only used the bipartite phrase of 
“government of the people, by the same people” in this extremely important 
speech at the outset of the Civil War. Obviously the reading of speeches and 
essays by Webster and Parker had not ingrained the triadic phrase to such 
a degree that it fl owed as a prefabricated formula into his political rhetoric 
at this time.
Since not even Webster or Parker had this obvious infl uence on Lincoln, 
it is very doubtful indeed that the remarks which Louis Kossuth (1802–
1894), the Governor of Revolutionary Hungary in 1849, made on February 
7, 1852, before the Ohio Legislature at Columbus during a fund-raising trip 
to the United States, had any direct link to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. 
At that time Kossuth observed that “The spirit of our age is Democracy. All 
for the people, and all by the people. Nothing about the people without the
people. That is Democracy, and that is the ruling tendency of the spirit of 
our age.”33 The somewhat patriotic argument by Steven Béla Várdy in an 
article on “Louis Kossuth’s Words in Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” 
(1999) goes too far in its claim that Kossuth’s speech “was more than likely 
the source of inspiration for Abraham Lincoln’s oft-recited masterpiece, 
the ‘Gettysburg Address.’” His arguments become even more questionable 
when one considers the errors in the concluding paragraph of the article:
There is no doubt that Kossuth’s and Lincoln’s phrases by the people, for 
the people, are philologically identical. The question, however, remains 
whether the American President in 1864 knowingly and deliberately 
quoted the Kossuthian phrase or only accidently used the same words 
as Kossuth. If the identical phrasing is accidental, we can suppose that 
“by the people for the people” may have been a stereotype of American 
liberal journalism of the 50s and 60s in the last century. A comprehensive 
data collection on the phrase from the contemporary media could help 
to answer this puzzling question.34
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First of all, the phrases by Kossuth and Lincoln are not philologically 
identical: Kossuth in 1852 has “all for the people, and all by the people,” 
while Lincoln in 1863 (not 1864!) says “of the people, by the people, for the 
people.” And who is to say that Lincoln came across the Kossuth speech in 
the Ohio State Journal of February 7, 1852? This is all but conjecture, and 
Várdy appears to be not at all aware of any of the references mentioned thus 
far in this chapter. He is, however, correct, that a comprehensive collection 
of data on the phrase will shed light on all of this, as the numerous references 
of this very chapter illustrate. 
There is no doubt that Lincoln “conned the texts of speeches made by 
Webster,”35 Parker, and others, and it is only natural that such careful studies 
led to rhetorical borrowings ranging from direct quotations to paraphrases 
and indirect allusions. As Lincoln prepared his numerous speeches, he would 
gather material from many sources and spend days “reading, listening, 
rephrasing, refocusing, and strengthening his arguments.”36 Clearly no 
person works in absolute isolation, and as Byron D. Murray aptly and not 
at all defensively has pointed out, “it detracts nothing from Lincoln to say 
that he appears not to have written always out of the loneliness of his own 
mind, but to have refl ected upon and given his own savour to some of the 
best expression of his time.”37 To suggest even the thought of plagiarism is 
utterly absurd, and the interrogatively phrased title of a journalistic essay 
“Lincoln: Rhetorical Copycat?” not only misses the point but intimates a 
modus operandi on the part of Lincoln which does not hold water. One might, 
however, be inclined to agree with its author Thoburn V. Barker that in 
certain instances, including some of his famed utterances, “what he [Lincoln] 
said was customary rather than original, universal rather than unique.”38 But 
it was he, Lincoln, who said what he said, when he said it, and how he said 
it. That cannot possibly be argued away or diminished in any way.
These considerations lead quite naturally to one of the most famous 
phrases attributed to Lincoln, namely that included in the closing remarks 
of his short yet famous Gettysburg Address of November 19, 1863:
Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, 
a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition 
that all men are created equal.
Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, 
or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are 
met on a great battlefi eld of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion 
of that fi eld, as a fi nal meeting place for those who here gave their lives 
that that nation might live. It is altogether fi tting and proper that we 
should do this.
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But in a larger sense, we can not dedicate—we can not consecrate—
we can not hallow—this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who 
struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or 
detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, 
but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, 
to be dedicated here to the unfi nished work which they who fought here 
have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated 
to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we 
take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave their last full 
measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall 
not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new 
birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for 
the people, shall not perish from the earth.39
When Lincoln added at the very end that a democratic government 
“shall not perish from the earth,” he might well have had a passage from 
the Bible in mind: “Where there is no vision, the people perish: but he that 
keepeth the law, happy is he” (Proverbs 29:18). But regarding the precise 
wording of “government of the people, by the people, for the people,” the 
phrase is indeed Lincoln’s! Bi- and tripartite variants of it were in considerable 
oral and written circulation. But if there was any direct infl uence, it most 
likely was by Daniel Webster or even more obviously by Theodore Parker. 
As will be recalled, the admired Daniel Webster, on January 26, 1830, had 
spoken about the origin of the government of the United States and its true 
character: “It is the people’s Constitution, the people’s government, made 
for the people, made by the people, and answerable to the people.”40 While 
Lincoln had almost certainly read this speech, he might also have come 
across Theodore Parker’s anti-slavery speech (or a number of others by this 
prolifi c reformer) of May 29, 1850: “[...] a democracy, that is, a government 
of all the people, by all the people, for all the people.”41 Except for the word 
“all,” Parker’s phrase is absolutely identical with that of Lincoln, and the 
latter can hardly be considered the originator of this triadic formulation. For 
the “people” triad at least, Thoburn Barker’s observation that what Lincoln 
said at Gettysburg “was customary rather than original, universal rather 
than unique”42 holds true. That does not mean, of course, that Lincoln 
did not popularize his version through his masterful Gettysburg Address 
so that it now has become a proverbial defi nition of a free and democratic 
government. In the precise wording of “Government of the people, by the 
people, [and] for the people” this statement-turned-memorable-quotation 
and eventually having become a well-known proverb belongs to Abraham 
Lincoln—no doubt about it.
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Frederick Douglass and His Repetitive Use of the Proverb
In all of his work for the steady improvement of the Black race, Lincoln’s 
contemporary and friend, the former slave and subsequent abolitionist and 
sociopolitical reformer Frederick Douglass, never lost sight of his goal to 
fi ght for civil rights of all the people. In a bitter speech on January 17, 1850, 
in Syracuse, New York, he made this point very clearly, but this time still 
primarily from the point of view of the abolitionist: “Talk to me of the love 
of liberty of your Washingtons, Jeffersons, Henrys. They were strangers to 
any just idea of Liberty! He who does not love Justice and Liberty for all, 
does not love Liberty and Justice. They wrote of Liberty in the Declaration 
of Independence with one hand, and with the other clutched their brother 
by the throat! These are the men who formed the union! I cannot enter into 
it. Give me NO UNION WITH SLAVEHOLDERS!”43 About six years 
later, on May 28, 1856, by chance in the same city of Syracuse, his message 
sounded much more inclusive: “It [the Constitution] does not know 
anything of Irishmen, Englishmen, or Germans, of white men or black 
men; but of men. It knows nothing of a north, south, east or west; but the
people.”44 And another year later, on May 11, 1857, in New York, he speaks 
of “the people” and the Constitution by directly alluding to its preamble: 
“‘We, the people’—not we, the white people—not we, the citizens, or the 
legal voters—not we, the privileged class, and excluding all other classes 
but we, the people; not we, the horses and cattle, but we the people—the 
men and women, the human inhabitants of the United States, do ordain 
and establish this Constitution, etc.”45 Douglass obviously delighted in this 
explication of the preamble of the Constitution, as can be seen from this 
somewhat expanded paragraph from his speech on “The Constitution of 
the United States: Is It Pro-Slavery or Anti-Slavery?” that he gave on March 
26, 1860, at Glasgow, Scotland:
But it has been said that negroes are not included in the benefi ts sought 
under the declaration of purposes. Whatever slaveholders may say, I think 
it comes with ill grace from abolitionists to say the negroes in America are 
not included in this declaration of purposes. The negroes are not included! 
Who says this? The constitution does not say they are not included, and 
how dare any other person, speaking for the constitution, say so? The 
constitution says “We the people;” the language is “we the people;” not 
we the white people, not we the citizens, not we the privileged class, not 
we the high, not we the low, not we of English extraction, not we of 
French or of Scotch extraction, but “we the people;” not we the horses, 
sheep, and swine, and wheelbarrows, but we the human inhabitants; 
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and unless you deny that negroes are people, they are included within 
the purposes of this government. They are there, and if we the people 
are included, negroes are included; they have a right, in the name of the 
constitution of the United States, to demand their liberty.46
It is always the integrity of the people that Douglass champions. When 
it comes to governing this nation, then all the people must count: “The 
beauty and perfection of government in our eyes will be attained when all 
the people under it, men and women, black and white, shall be conceded 
the right of equal participation in wielding its power and enjoying its 
benefi ts. Equality is even a more important word with us than liberty” (Aug. 
24, 1871).47 In his essay on “The Work of the Future” that appeared in 
November 1862 in Douglass’ Monthly, he put all of this quite succinctly 
into the formulaic statement: “The Government is not enthroned above the 
people but is of, by and through the people.”48
This almost proverbial statement precedes Lincoln’s quite similar 
conclusion “government of the people, by the people, for the people” of 
the Gettysburg Address (November 19, 1863) by about a year. But once 
Douglass learned of Lincoln’s formulation in the Gettysburg Address, he 
too started using it in that precise wording in numerous speeches, thus in 
fact adding to its popularity which resulted in its eventual proverbial status. 
In his major speech on the “Sources of Danger to the Republic,” delivered 
on February 7, 1867, in St. Louis, he used it for the fi rst time, starting the 
paragraph with a bit of folk humor by including the proverbial expression 
“dyed in the wool” to refer to himself as a true democrat, and not as a 
member of the Democratic but rather the Republican Party:
In fact, I am here tonight as a democrat, a genuine democrat dyed in the 
wool. I am here to advocate a genuine democratic republic; to make this 
a republican form of government, purely a republic, a genuine republic; 
free it from everything that looks toward monarchy; eliminate all 
foreign elements, all alien elements from it; blot out from it everything 
antagonistic of republicanism declared by the fathers—that idea was 
that all governments derived their fi rst powers from the consent of the 
governed; make it a government of the people, by the people and for 
the people, and for all the people, each for all and all for each; blot out 
all discrimination against any person, theoretically or practically, and 
make it conform to the great truths laid down by the fathers; keep no 
man from the ballot box or jury box or the cartridge box, because of his 
color—exclude no woman from the ballot box because of her sex. Let 
the government of the country rest securely down upon the shoulders 
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of the whole nation; let there be no shoulder that does not bear up 
its proportion of the burdens of the government. Let there [be] no 
conscience, no intellect in the land not directly responsible for the moral 
character of the government—for the honor of the government. Let it 
be a genuine Republic, in which every man subject to it is represented 
in it, and I see no reason why a Republic may not stand while the world 
stands.49
What a statement barely two years after the Civil War! What a vision 
for a positive Reconstruction of the nation “for all the people, each for all 
and all for each,” without any discrimination by race or gender! He is clearly 
years ahead of major constitutional amendments in this ideal view of a new 
republic. It must never be forgotten that “next to Abolition and the battle 
for equal rights for the Negro people, the cause closest to Douglass’ heart 
was woman’s rights.”50 Looking back on his life’s work, Douglass stated with 
much linguistic insight: “In the old days, of slavery I began all my speeches 
with the saying, ‘Every man is himself.’ He lives and dies and is responsible 
for himself. What is true of man is true of woman. I affi rm the individuality 
and self-ownership of women” (Dec. 3, 1884).51 In its more explicit 
contextualization, Douglass’s use of Lincoln’s famous phrase-turned-proverb 
goes further than what Lincoln had said in his Gettysburg Address. So why 
should Douglass’s statement not stand next to Lincoln’s and bear witness to 
the life of a man equal in stature to this great president? Pray that one of the 
next presidents of this nation might include this powerful statement in his or 
her inaugural address to give credit to a great champion of civil rights.
Fifteen years later, in an address on May 30, 1882, in Rochester, New 
York, Douglass incorporated the proverb into a global vision, indicating that 
he went far beyond the purely American interpretation of its wisdom. The 
breadth and depth of Douglass’s thoughts on race, gender, and politics are 
indeed astounding in such statements that are as fi tting today as they were 
in the nineteenth century:
If the existence of society is more than the lives of individual men; if all 
history proves that no great addition has ever been made to the liberties 
of mankind, except through war; if progress of the human race has been 
disputed by force and it has only succeeded by opposing force with force; 
if nations are most effectively taught righteousness by affl iction and 
suffering; if the eternal laws of rectitude are essential to the preservation, 
happiness and perfection of the human race; if there is anything in the 
world worth living for, fi ghting for and dying for, the suppression of our 
rebellion by force was not only a thing right and proper in itself but an 
Government of the People, by the People, for the People 33
immense and immeasurable gain to our country and the world. Had that 
rebellion succeeded with all its malign purposes, what then would have 
become of our grand example of free institutions, of what value then 
would have been our government of the people by the people and for 
the people? What ray of light would have been left above the horizon, to 
kindle the fi rst hope for the toiling millions in Europe? Every despot in 
the Old World would have seen in our manifest instability of government, 
a new and powerful argument in favor of despotic power.52
While Douglass has the entire “human race” of the “world” in mind, 
he obviously knew his American political and social history and its famous 
documents the best. This becomes evident in yet another speech on 
September 24, 1883, in Louisville, Kentucky, in which he blends segments 
of the Declaration of Independence with the Gettysburg Address, to stress 
once again his deep-rooted belief in equality of all people, in a concise 
oratorical masterpiece: “We hold it to be self-evident that no class or color 
should be the exclusive rulers of this country. If there is such a ruling class, 
there must of course be a subject class, and when this condition is once 
established this Government of the people, by the people and for the 
people, will have perished from the earth.”53 Two and a half years later, on 
April 16, 1886, in the nation’s capital, Douglass uses the proverb once again 
with specifi c reference to Abraham Lincoln: “We may affi rm what must be 
admitted by all, that under this form of government so happily described, 
and so faithfully upheld by the great and lamented Abraham Lincoln, as 
‘government of the people, by the people, and for the people,’ this nation 
has become rich, great, progressive and strong.”54 How happy indeed would 
Lincoln have been had he lived to hear the leading spokesman of African 
Americans make this pronouncement.
Yet exactly two years later, on April 16, 1888, Douglass uses the same 
democratic proverb to illustrate that Reconstruction is not going all so 
well:
Let us see what are the relations subsisting between the negro and the 
state and national governments. What support, what assistance he has 
received from either of them. Take his relation to the national government 
and we shall fi nd him a deserted, a defrauded, a swindled, and an outcast 
man. In law, free; in fact, a slave. In law, a citizen; in fact, an alien; in 
law, a voter; in fact, a disfranchised man. In law his color is no crime; 
in fact, his color exposes him to be treated as a criminal. Toward him 
every attribute of a just government is contradicted. For him, it is not 
a government of the people, by the people, and for the people. Toward 
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him, it abandons the benefi cent character of a government, and all that 
gives a government the right to exist.55
All of these citations show that Douglass’s work as agitator and 
reformer was never done, and he dedicated much of his energy in his later 
life to the cause of women’s suffrage. Once again Lincoln’s proverb served 
him extremely well to agitate for this basic right: “And now I ask, What 
right have I, what right have you, what right has anybody who believes 
in a government of the people, by the people, and for the people, to deny 
to woman this full and complete citizenship? What right have I, what 
right have you, what right has anybody, thus to humiliate one-half of the 
human family? There is no such right outside of the right of the robber 
and the usurper!” (Sept. 22, 1887).56 Seven years later on January 9, 1894, 
Douglass picked up his proverbial leitmotif again in front of an audience 
in Washington, D.C., arguing vehemently against restricting the right of 
“uneducated” Blacks to vote and for women’s suffrage: “I cannot follow 
these gentlemen in their proposition to limit suffrage to the educated alone. 
I would not make suffrage more exclusive, but more inclusive. I would not 
have it embrace merely the elite, but would include the lowly. I would not 
only include the men, I would gladly include the women, and make our 
government in reality as in name a government of the people and of the 
whole people.”57 As is generally known, the nineteenth amendment giving 
women the right to vote was not passed until 1920, but Douglass deserves 
much credit for having supported women of all races in the struggle for 
universal suffrage.
It is well known that Lincoln and Douglass had their differences, but 
there was deep mutual respect and admiration that grew in Douglass, as he 
refl ected and spoke on Lincoln on various occasions after the assassination. 
Both great men had many obstacles to overcome on their path to become 
servants of others. Slavery and poverty characterize their respective youths, 
but then came that drive towards self-education by all means. To this were 
added hard work and fundamental moral principles that made “self-made 
men” par excellence out of them. Little wonder then that their ideals and 
dreams became joint in the extended proverb “Government of the people, 
by the people, and for the people, and for all the people!”
Beyond Lincoln and Douglass—Last Third of the 
Nineteenth Century
Despite Douglass’s repeated use of the phrase, even he got the order of the 
prepositions wrong once in his revised biography Life and Times of Frederick 
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Douglass (1893). As a resident of greater Washington D.C., he certainly was 
well aware of its peculiar political situation:
The District of Columbia is the one spot where there is no government 
for the people, of the people, and by the people. Its citizens submit 
to rulers whom they have had no choice in selecting. They obey laws 
which they had no voice in making. They have a plenty of taxation, 
but no representation. In the great questions of politics in the country 
they can march with neither army, but are relegated to the position of 
neuters.58
Perhaps Douglass altered the structure of the triad on purpose, but be 
that as it may, the following defi nition of a “popular government” that John 
Cordner attempted on December 22, 1864, shows that he might not have 
Lincoln’s passage in his repertoire of ready-made phrases as yet: “Popular 
government, I defi ne as a government of the people, by the people. Now 
this is what we have in Canada. With us, however, it is administered under 
the form of limited monarchy. But the difference here, as compared with 
the government of the United States, is formal, rather than substantial.”59
But by the 1870s, the triad from Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address appears well 
established among writers, as the following contextualized references show. 
In indirect reverence to Lincoln, authors often place the well-known phrase 
into quotation marks, or they mention Lincoln directly:
[1872:] No American can look over the history of this country without 
being devoutly thankful for the blessings of that freedom and unrestrained 
liberty which is ours, or fail to experience a growth in that noblest form 
of patriotism which declares that this Government of the people, by the 
people and for the people, shall be maintained!60
[1874:] So far as churches are concerned, they undeniably promote 
that public intelligence, conscientiousness, and moral purity, without 
which society would utterly perish in its own corruption, and democratic 
government “of the people, by the people, for the people,” would be 
impossible.61
[1876:] When, in the economy of providence, this land was to 
be purged of human slavery, and when the strength of government of 
the people by the people for the people was to be demonstrated, the 
Republican party came into power.62
[1879:] The American idea of a republic, as “a government of 
the people, by the people, and for the people,” has been consistently 
developed and ceased to be a mere experiment.63
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[1879:] The Volunteer Soldiers of the Union, whose Valor and 
Patriotism saved to the world a “Government of the People, by the 
People, and for the People [a toast].”64
[1884:] President Lincoln defi ned democracy to be “the government 
of the people by the people for the people.” This is a suffi ciently compact 
statement of it as a political arrangement.65
[1890:] Let us hold fast to the sublime declaration of Lincoln. Let 
us insist that this, the Republic, is “A government of the people, by the 
people, and for the people.”66
[1894:] Between the political institutions of the several nations 
which compose the civilized world there is no gap so great as that which 
separates those of Russia from those of the United States. Our civil war 
was fought that “government of the people, by the people, for the people 
should not perish from the earth.” In this country there is universal 
suffrage.67
These texts in contexts are all precise citations of the proverbial utterance 
by Abraham Lincoln. But there are, of course, also other references which are 
not quite so sacrosanct. For example, Charles Dickens made the following 
statement during a speech on April 10, 1869, at Liverpool: “It appeared to me 
[...] that literature was a dignifi ed profession, by which any man might stand 
or fall. I made a compact with myself that in my person literature should stand, 
and by itself, of itself, and for itself; and there is no consideration on earth 
which would induce me to break that bargain.”68 It would be diffi cult to prove 
that Dickens is playing here with Lincoln’s triad, but the addition of “there is 
no consideration on earth” also brings to mind Lincoln’s “shall not perish from 
this earth,” and thus Dickens might well be aware of the formula.
Oscar Wilde on the other hand, in his essay on “The Soul of Man 
Under Socialism” (1895) very obviously negates the meaning of Lincoln’s 
phrase, while he keeps its wording and structure intact:
All modes of government are failures. Despotism is unjust to everybody, 
including the despot, who was probably made for better things. 
Oligarchies are unjust to the many, and ochlocracies are unjust to the 
few. High hopes were once formed of democracy; but democracy means 
simply the bludgeoning of the people by the people for the people. It 
has been found out. I must say that it was high time, for all authority is 
quite degrading.69
Neither Lincoln nor Douglass would have shared this cynicism about 
the American experiment in a democratic government. But how pleased 
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would they have been by the following remarks which the civil war soldier, 
lawyer, orator, and writer Robert G. Ingersoll included in his lecture “Eight 
to Seven Address” (1877) that dealt with electoral reforms: “We are equals. 
We are all fellow-citizens. In a Government of the people, by the people 
and for the people, there shall not be an outcast class, whether white or 
black.”70
But the last words of this review of nineteenth-century appearances of 
Lincoln’s proverb belongs to the women’s suffrage leader and social reformer 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who included the following remarks in her “Address 
of Welcome to the International Council of Women” on March 25, 1888, 
at Washington, D.C. There is a good chance that Frederick Douglass might 
have been there for this memorable event, and if so, he would have been 
most pleased to hear his friend Abraham’s proverbial words used in this 
fashion and context:
Here, under the very shadow of the Capitol of this great nation, whose 
dome is crowned with the Goddess of Liberty, the women from many 
lands have assembled at last to claim their rightful place, as equal 
factors, in the great movements of the nineteenth century, so we bid 
our distinguished guests welcome, thrice welcome, to our triumphant 
democracy. I hope they will be able to stay long enough to take a bird’s 
eye view of our vast possessions, to see what can be done in a moral as 
well as material point of view in a government of the people. In the Old 
World they have governments and people; here we have a government 
of the people, by the people, for the people—that is, we soon shall have 
when that important half, called women, are enfranchised, and the 
laboring masses know how to use the power they possess.71
This is indeed effective rhetoric, quoting a well-known Lincoln phrase-
turned-proverb in a most positive way and then adding an unexpected twist 
to it that places it right in the middle of women’s rights and the whole 
problem of voting by women and the masses in general. Abraham Lincoln’s 
proverbial defi nition of a democratic government has established itself well, 
and it will be made use of in whatever way to comment on the positive and 
negative sides of the American government.
The First Half of the Twentieth Century and
the “American’s Creed”
The revealing contextualized texts of the proverb during the nineteenth 
century recount the struggle of the American society towards a meaningful 
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and sincere interpretation of this democratic wisdom. By the beginning of 
the twentieth century, the proverb has lost its limited male orientation and 
can in fact be understood as a piece of folk wisdom describing democratic 
principles where race and gender should not make a difference. This is clearly 
indicated by a lecture on “The Country’s Path to Duty” which Archbishop 
Ireland of Chicago delivered on February 13, 1903, to commemorate the 
ninety-fourth anniversary of the birth of Abraham Lincoln:
The Republic is what she is because she has vitally remained what Wash-
ington intended her to be, what Lincoln bade her to be—a government 
of the people, by the people, for the people. This is what she must remain, 
if she is still to live and to reign. The vital principles of democracy must 
animate her. Every man under the fl ag must be equal before the law in 
civil and political rights; it matters not what his place of birth, what his 
religious creed, what the color of his face; if he is an American citizen, 
the laws of the land must shield him, the favors of the land must fl ow 
upon him.72
In the same year, on October 31, 1903, President Theodore Roosevelt 
made the following Thanksgiving Proclamation, proudly quoting the words 
of Lincoln without having to name the former president. His fellow citizens 
knew very well whom he was citing: “In no other place and at no other time 
has the experiment of government of the people, by the people, for the people 
been tried on so vast a scale as here in our own country in the opening years 
of the twentieth century. Failure would not only be a dreadful thing for us, 
but a dreadful thing for all mankind, because it would mean loss of hope for 
all who believe in the power and righteousness of liberty.”73 Roosevelt urged 
the American people “to war steadfastly for good and against all the forces 
of evil, public and private,” so that it might never come to the collapse of 
the democratic government, as Ambrose Bierce expressed it in his satirical 
text of October 17, 1904, “Opposition, n. In politics the party that prevents 
the Government from running amuck by hamstringing it,” which became 
part of his infamous Devil’s Dictionary (1906): “One day a bill imposing a 
tax on warts was defeated—the members of the Government party had not 
been nailed to their seats! This so enraged the King that the Prime Minister 
was put to death, the parliament was dissolved with a battery of artillery, 
and government of the people, by the people, for the people perished from 
[the fi ctional] Ghargaroo.”74 With World War I raging in Europe and 
endangering democratic governments, The New York Times published a list 
of demands on December 24, 1916, “which Americans of Anglo-Saxon 
blood would like to see made by England to Germany.” As expected, one 
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of the requests included the basic proverb of democracy: “England believes 
in the principle that the government of a nation rests on the consent of the 
governed: that government of the many by the few must come to an end, 
and that government of the people by the people for the people must take 
its place.”75
Of course, the United States eventually was drawn into this war that 
ended with the armistice day of November 11, 1918. In the political fervor 
of the day, an interesting occurrence took place in the United States House 
of Representatives on April 6, 1918, when its members adopted the little-
known The American’s Creed, formulated by William Tyler Page, a veteran 
House of Representatives employee from Friendship Heights, Maryland.76 In 
March, 1917, the city of Baltimore had offered a prize of $1000 in a contest 
of formulating a national creed. Several thousand creeds were submitted, 
and no. 384 by Page was selected:
The American’s Creed
I believe in the United States of America as a Government of the 
people, by the people, for the people, whose just powers are derived 
from the consent of the governed; a democracy in a Republic; a 
sovereign Nation of many sovereign States; a perfect Union, one and 
inseparable; established upon those principles of freedom, equality, 
justice, and humanity for which American patriots sacrifi ced their lives 
and fortunes.
I therefore believe it is my duty to my country to love it, to support 
its Constitution, to obey its laws, to respect its fl ag, and to defend it 
against all enemies.77
While the text and report concerning the creed occupies about a third of 
a column in the Congressional Record—House, much more space was allotted 
to it (fi ve large columns) in the Appendix to the Congressional Record.78
There is a detailed discussion by Dr. Claxton, United States Commissioner 
of Education, of the various quotations of important historical American 
documents which Page assembled into his collage, including “that the second 
clause—‘A government of the people, by the people, for the people’—is from 
the preamble to the Constitution of the United States [incorrect!], Daniel 
Webster’s speech in the Senate of January 26, 1830, and Abraham Lincoln’s 
Gettysburg speech.”79 There is also this somewhat longer comment: “The 
power of condensation of language is one of the most valuable in writing 
or speaking. That is the reason why this creed that he [Page] has written 
will be popular. It contains everything that is necessary, and there are no 
wasted words in it. He has Lincoln’s most famous phrase, one that will live 
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forever, that can not be amended. And it is strange to remember how close 
Daniel Webster came to getting that phrase. Two other [i.e., different] men 
expressed the same idea, but Webster said this was a government of all the 
people, by all the people, for all the people, and all that Lincoln did to it 
was to leave out the superfl uous word ‘all,’ thereby making it immortal.”80
Speaker Clark of the House, who made these remarks, is, of course mistaken 
in his quotation of Daniel Webster, who, on January 26, 1830, had said (as 
discussed above): “It is the people’s Constitution, the people’s government, 
made for the people, made by the people, and answerable to the people.” It 
was in fact Theodore Parker, who (as pointed out above) on May 29, 1850, 
had spoken of “[...] a democracy, that is, a government of all the people, by 
all the people, for all the people.” As the record stands, the Congressional 
Record is wrong, and in regards to the discussion of Frederick Douglass’s use 
of the phrase above, it should also be added that the adjective “all” is perhaps 
not as superfl uous as Speaker Clark might have thought. It behooves us 
even today to stress that we do indeed mean government of each and every 
citizen when we quote Lincoln’s version of the defi nition of democracy. At 
the end of the proceedings, Commissioner of Education Claxton made this 
fi nal comment that was greeted with applause: “With the consent of those 
who have these proceedings in charge, I consider it my duty to see that every 
schoolhouse in the United States is furnished with a copy of this creed, to be 
learned by the 20,000,000 people now in these schoolhouses and the scores 
and hundreds of millions who will follow.”81 At the very end of this report, 
The American’s Creed was read aloud as Tyler Page was presented to the entire 
House that cheered him with applause.82 However, these emotions with all 
their patriotism also refl ect war times, and the fate of the creed was not as 
favorable as these proceedings might suggest. I don’t know whether the creed 
was ever mailed to the schools and whether millions of students did learn it 
by heart. In any case, The American’s Creed has not become part and parcel 
of American cultural literacy and has vanished from the landscape. It must 
be remembered that today the practice at schools to have students memorize 
the preamble to the Constitution or at least parts of the Declaration of 
Independence or Gettysburg Address is also waning, a cultural process 
that carries defi nite problems with it. These national treasures should well 
remain in the minds and hearts of all American citizens as symbols of a free 
society.
This problem of memory was part of a column on the “Topics of the 
Times” in The New York Times of December 4, 1936, where a commentator 
thought it well to remember Lincoln’s famous words on the basics of 
democracy as the dictatorial Nazi regime in Germany was gaining ever more 
threatening momentum:
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The new Nazi critic will conclude with a few words about an American 
literary masterpiece, the Gettysburg Address. This is approximately 250 
words long and was delivered on Nov. 19, 1863, on the site of the battlefi eld 
of Gettysburg, a borough and the county seat of Adams County, Pa., 
thirty-fi ve miles southwest of Harrisburg. The speech was delivered by 
ABRAHAM LINCOLN, who was then 54 years old and 6 feet 4 inches 
in height. He was the sixteenth President of the United States.
The reason why the Gettysburg Address is so close to the hearts 
of all Americans is that they can never remember whether it is of the 
people, for the people, by the people, or by the people, of the people, for 
the people, or for the people, by the people, of the people. This compels 
them to look up the original text and has made the speech near and dear 
to them.83
The author of this satirical paragraph never gets the triad “of the people, 
by the people, for the people” quite right, but that is, quite surely, the point 
of the exercise. The indirect message of these comments is clearly that 
Americans ought to recall their impressive history of valiant struggles for 
freedom and liberty at a time when a serious menace is threatening Europe 
and the world.
In the same year the American poet and renowned Lincoln biographer 
Carl Sandburg stepped forth with his epic poem The People, Yes (1936),
celebrating America as a country of immigrants, diversity, and nevertheless 
national unity. The impressive section on Abraham Lincoln, quoting freely 
from his works, includes the following lines:
Lincoln?
He was a mystery in smoke and fl ags
saying yes to the smoke, yes to the fl ags,
yes to the paradoxes of democracy,
yes to the hopes of government
of the people by the people for the people,
no to debauchery of the public mind,
no to personal malice nursed and fed,
yes to the Constitution when a help,
no to the Constitution when a hindrance,
yes to man as a struggler amid illusions,
each man fated to answer for himself:
Which of the faiths and illusions of mankind
must I choose for my own sustaining light
to bring me beyond the present wilderness?84
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And yet, not every literary appearance of Lincoln’s proverb is cast in 
a positive light. In Michael Arlen’s novel The Flying Dutchman (1939),
for example, things are seen in a rather cynical way: “We say that those 
dictatorships [Mussolini, Stalin, and Hitler] make free people servile. But 
the fact remains that the enormous wealth of people like ourselves [leaders of 
industry] is due to that servile rottenness inherent in the democratic system 
which we call the government of the people, for the people, by the people, 
and to hell with the people.85 In light of modern concerns along these lines, 
it is surprising that the addition of “to hell with the people” does not appear 
more frequently in oral and written communication. 
Lincoln’s words also reappeared in the mass media of the turbulent years 
of the fi rst half of the twentieth century with its two world wars, prohibition, 
stock market crash, and many social problems. At times, the famed proverb 
is parodied to add satirical bite to the critical comments:
[1924:] They [the two major political parties] have fallen under control 
of a single dominant power which uses them to further its own interests. 
Instead of a government of the people, by the people, for the people, we 
have a government of Wall Street, by Wall Street and for Wall Street. 
I [Senator Wheeler of Montana, Vice Presidential candidate on the La 
Follette ticket] use the term “Wall Street” to designate the industrial and 
commercial interests centering in that crooked line in lower New York 
City.86
[1928:] Voters of the U.S.A.—Wanted all 100 per cent. citizens 
to support the Progressive Party, advocating the wisdom of a non-
political Government of the people, by the people, for the people; the 
initiative, the referendum and the recall is the answer to the prohibition 
problem and business and social unrest, with equity and justice purges 
of bigotry.87
[1939:] One specifi c service which a program of education for 
democracy can render is to bring back into common use an old synonym 
for democracy, and that is the word “freedom.” The connotations of 
democracy are precious, and the issues between the democratic nations 
and their avowed enemies in the world today are suffi ciently clear. 
Yet there is a warmth about the thing called freedom that makes the 
heart beat faster. Democracy is technically a way of government, but 
freedom is a way of life. American pulses respond easily to the ideal 
of government of the people, by the people, for the people. But a free 
people comes even closer to us than a self-governing people, except as 
the mind automatically translates a self-governing people into a nation 
of freemen.88
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[1940:] Since the Declaration of Independence the United States 
has adhered to some form of democracy, which Lincoln said meant 
“government of the people, by the people, for the people.” Such 
government has always been characteristic of this country. Whether it 
“can long endure” is being challenged. If it cannot, it will because the 
American Way has been discarded.89
[1943:] How do Abraham Lincoln’s three [the other two are “You 
can fool some of the people ...” and “The Lord must love the plain people 
...”] best-known discoveries stand up on his 134th birthday? Only a year 
ago we would have had to say that the outlook was grim. Government 
of the people, by the people, for the people had ceased to exist on the 
continent of Europe. The world’s two great democracies, Britain and 
ourselves, were fi ghting for survival, with the prospect of victory none 
too bright. If the English-speaking peoples went down it would be all 
over with free government. The test which had been successfully met at 
Gettysburg would have been annulled eighty years later. Now that we 
are sure of victory for the United Nations we are justifi ed in saying that 
when the present job is fi nished Abraham Lincoln will be more than 
vindicated.90
The last few paragraphs show how Abraham Lincoln’s words became 
a rallying cry in America’s war with Nazi Germany. It was indeed a very 
positive propagandistic use of the proverb, one that helped to convince the 
American population that the menace and horror of the Hitler regime had 
to be eliminated. To this end, President Roosevelt proclaimed that May 
21, 1944, be “I Am an American Day.” For the special celebration of this 
day, the Immigration and Naturalization Service of the Department of 
Justice issued a manual for “The Gateway to Citizenship” which included 
various documents in the form of speeches, songs, prayers, etc. for a better 
understanding of the democratic principles of the United States. The New 
York Times printed a page of excerpts,91 among them in the fi rst position 
The American’s Credo by William Tyler Page discussed above, thus giving this 
patriotic statement an important public forum after all.
The Rhetoric of Two World Leaders—Churchill and Truman
Both Winston S. Churchill and Harry S. Truman made repeated use of 
Abraham Lincoln’s proverbial triad, with Churchill even having a bit of fun 
with it in the House of Commons on April 28, 1927, when he was accused 
of wrong appropriations for the road fund. Rejecting such accusations, he 
stated that he was tired of having to deal with such problems as “Government 
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of the motorists, by the motorists, for the motorists”92 and that he was not 
going to fi ght this battle any longer. He also alluded to the phrase in the 
satirical title of the essay “Government of the by the for the Dole-Drawers” 
(1931), restating it more fully in the text itself: “‘Government of the dole-
drawers, by the dole-drawers, for the dole-drawers.’”93 This varied triad 
was directed against the fi nancial and unemployment policies by the Labor 
Government in England, but things became much more serious for this 
masterful orator as Hitler’s regime grew in power. In his essay “I Ask You—
What Price Freedom?” (1936) he states straightforwardly what the task at 
hand is:
These are not the days when the ordinary citizen can afford to neglect 
any precaution or withhold any labour or sacrifi ce which is necessary 
to preserve the health and strength of Parliamentary institutions or to 
uphold, in the famous American expression, “government of the people, 
by the people, for the people.” We will not surrender these title deeds 
of individual rights for which uncounted generations of illustrious men 
and women have fought and conquered to the morbid regimentation of 
a totalitarian State, whether it be pressed upon us by force from without 
or by conspiracy from within.94
When as Prime Minister he travelled to the United States to deliver 
his speech on “A Long and Hard War” to a Joint Session of Congress on 
December 26, 1941, he included the following personal remarks in the 
second paragraph of this memorable address:
I have been in full harmony all my life with the tides which have fl owed 
on both sides of the Atlantic against privilege and monopoly, and I have 
steered confi dently towards the Gettysburg ideal of “government of the 
people by the people for the people.” I owe my advancement entirely 
to the House of Commons, whose servant I am. In my country, as in 
yours, public men are proud to be the servants of the State and would 
be ashamed to be its masters. On any day, if they thought the people 
wanted it, the House of Commons could by a simple vote remove me 
from my offi ce. But I am not worrying about it at all. As a matter of 
fact, I am sure they will approve very highly of my journey here, for 
which I obtained the King’s permission in order to meet the President of 
the United States and to arrange with him all that mapping-out of our 
military plans, and for all those intimate meetings of the high offi cers 
of the armed services of both countries, which are indispensable to the 
successful prosecution of the war.95
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Americans obviously were pleased with this nod to Lincoln and the 
ideal of a democratic government. And Churchill was not merely doing 
lip service, he meant what he said and repeated this political maxim in his 
“Review of the War” on January 18, 1945, in the House of Commons in 
London when the war was slowly but surely drawing to an end:
We have one principle about the liberated countries or the repentant 
satellite countries which we strive for according to the best of our ability 
and resources. Here is the principle. I will state it in the broadest and 
most familiar terms: Government of the people, by the people, for the 
people, set up on a basis of election by free and universal suffrage, with 
secrecy of the ballot and no intimidation. That is and has always been 
the policy of this Government in all countries. This is our only aim, our 
only interest, and our only care. It is to that goal that we try to make our 
way across all the diffi culties, obstacles and perils of the long road.96
Lincoln would surely have been proud of this policy of “malice towards 
none” based on democratic principles. Two days after the end of World War 
II, Churchill rose again on August 16, 1945, in the House of Commons 
to deliver his prophetic speech on “The Iron Curtain Begins to Fall (Final 
Review of the War)” that looked into the future of a Europe divided into 
East and West. With clear understanding of the political challenges that 
were facing western Europe, he returned one more time to the proverbial 
triad that had served him so well before:
We must know where we stand, and we must make clear where we stand, 
in these affairs of the Balkans and of Eastern Europe [with Russia taking 
control], and indeed of any country which comes into this fi eld. Our 
ideal is government of the people, by the people, for the people—the 
people being free without duress to express, by secret ballot without 
intimidation, their deep-seated wish as to the form and conditions of 
the Government under which they are to live.97
It is, of course, an impressive tribute to American values for Winston 
S. Churchill, as Prime Minister of Great Britain and Americanophile, to 
cite this special proverb in his key speeches regarding world politics. On 
the American side of the struggle of World War II and its aftermath, it was 
Harry S. Truman who repeatedly drew on Lincoln’s wisdom to underscore 
the ideals of a democratic government. On March 29, 1941, he stated the 
abbreviated form of the proverb during a “Speech on ‘Jackson Day’“ in 
Louisville, Kentucky: “He [President Andrew Jackson] did not set up a 
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government of, by, and for the people but he did force a government to 
respond to the voice of the people. He did not solve all of the problems 
of his age, but he did and does inspire us to believe that problems can and 
must be solved.”98 The same formulation was repeated in an undelivered 
draft speech of October 1946 dealing with the vexing problem of price 
control after the war. He was, in fact, venting his frustration in the following 
comments: “You’ve deserted your President for a mess of pottage, a piece 
of beef—a side of bacon. My fellow citizens, you are the government. 
This is a government of, by and for the people. If you the people insist on 
following Mammon instead of Almighty God—your President can’t stop 
you all by himself. He can only lead you to peace and happiness with your 
consent and your willing cooperation.”99 This is a fi ne example of Truman as 
President scolding his people for not seeing the right path towards economic 
improvement—“giving them hell,”100 as it were.
During his presidential campaign in the fall of 1948, President Truman 
crisscrossed the country by train and made dozens of so-called “whistle-
stops” in small towns. He would stand on the rear platform of a railroad 
car and do a few minutes worth of plain talking with the country people, 
referring again and again to Lincoln’s proverbial defi nition of a democratic 
government. As will become obvious from the following fi ve excerpts, 
Truman once in a while got the order of the prepositions mixed up in the 
heat of the campaign rhetoric:
I am fi ghting for the education of the people of this country. When you 
have the proper education, you can’t help but believe that our system 
of Government [in opposition to that of the Communists] is the best 
that’s ever been conceived in the history of the world. It’s a Government 
of the people [Truman did not complete the triad in this case]. In fact, 
you are the Government. You are the Government, and you are the 
Government because you have a right of free franchise, and when you 
don’t exercise that right of free franchise, you are not doing the right 
thing by your country. You are a shirker, and when things don’t go right 
in your Government and you don’t vote, you’re to blame for it.101 (Provo, 
Utah; September 21, 1848)
Now they’re [the Republicans] trying to get out of that [raising 
money to deal with cattle diseases]. They go around telling you just 
exactly how they feel toward the people and what they’ll do for the 
people. I wish you’d go back over the list of things that they did to the 
people in the 80th [so-called “do-nothing”] Congress. You wouldn’t have 
one bit of trouble making up your mind. I know the people of Texas are 
going to make up their minds the right way because they know what’s 
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what when it comes to Government of the people, for the people, and 
by the people. I’m asking you to turn out at election day and give us the 
biggest majority we’ve ever had in the history of the country.102 (Marfa, 
Texas; September 25, 1848)
I want all of you to vote this time, and then I know that the country 
will be in safe hands, because when the people are aroused and when the 
people know what the issues are we have never had any diffi culty making 
this Government run in the interests of the people, for the people, and 
by the people. I am going all up and down this country telling you that 
your interests and my interests and the interests of all the people are at 
stake in this campaign.103 (Oneida, New York; October 8, 1848)
I want you to think just how out of place Lincoln would be with 
present day Republicans. Republicans don’t charge low fees [as Lincoln 
did as a lawyer] any longer. The higher the better is their motto. They 
don’t think any longer about “of the people, by the people, and for the 
people.” The record of the Republican 80th Congress is proof of that.104
(Danville, Illinois; October 12, 1848)
Now I want to say this to you, that if you believe in government of, 
by, and for the people, if you believe in your own self-interest, the best 
thing for you to do on November the 2nd is to go to the polls early and 
vote the straight democratic ticket, and then the country will be safe for 
another 4 years.105 (New York City, New York; October 28, 1948)
Truman did well in relying on the democratic proverb for his reelection 
campaign. Lincoln’s words served him well to spread his grass-root message, 
and he continued citing the words of his revered Abraham Lincoln during 
the next four years in offi ce. In his “Remarks to Offi cers of the Veterans 
of Foreign Wars” on February 18, 1949, he employed it once again: “I am 
counting on you for help and support to carry out those policies which will 
make the country a better place in which to live and one which will give the 
rest of the world an example of how a government, of and by and for the 
people, can function.”106 He made similar “Remarks to Members of Reserve 
Offi cers Association” on June 28, 1950: “I believe that this is a Government 
of and by and for the people, as Abraham Lincoln said. And as far as I can, 
as President of the United States, I am trying to implement that theory, not 
only in the United States but in the world at large.”107
These comments, albeit indirectly, indicate Truman’s vexing problem 
with European politics after the war in particular. The so-called “Iron 
Curtain” had come down to separate Democracy from Communism, 
and the Cold War also had its start. Truman dealt with these problems 
more directly in his “Remarks to Members of the Associated Church 
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Press” on March 28, 1951, challenging the other side to be open and
forthcoming:
Our Government is a government of the people, for the people, and by 
the people, and we are trying to make it work as best we can. And we are 
making it work. What we want to do is to convince the people behind the 
Iron Curtain that we do not, under any circumstances, want to control 
or tell them what to do. All we want is for them—for their own welfare 
and benefi t—to do the things that are necessary for the welfare of their 
own people, and to do it in their own way. Raise the curtain, and let us 
see how they do it. Maybe they can teach us something. I know we can 
teach them something, if they will come and look at us. But they won’t 
come and make the effort to implement the mobilization of the moral 
forces of the world—all of them—against the unmoral forces. Then we 
will have peace in the world. And that’s all we are striving for. That’s all 
in the world we are striving for.108
While Truman once again mixed up his prepositions in this signifi cant 
passage—one is reminded of President Ronald Reagan’s remark some forty 
years later on June 12, 1987 at the Berlin Wall: “Mr. Gorbachev, open this 
gate! Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”109—he certainly gets them straight 
in an “Address at the Ceremonies Commemorating the 175th Anniversary 
of the Declaration of Independence” on July 4, 1951, at the Washington 
Monument. Praising the soldiers who have died in the service for their 
country, he stated: “They died in order that ‘government of the people, by 
the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.’ They have died 
in order that other men might have peace.”110 Truman is employing a direct 
quotation from the Gettysburg Address in this case, and as a well-informed 
historian, having written essays on numerous U.S. presidents,111 he checked 
his source or paid special attention to get it right at this occasion.
This is, however, not the case in a private diary entry written down in 
Paris on June 6, 1956: “We drove out of Paris at 10 A.M. and arrived at 
Versailles to see the palace and the gardens. It is the extravaganza of King 
Louis XIV, the ‘Grand Monarque,’ whose statement ‘I am the State’ is one of 
the historical sentences expressing the Bourbon attitude toward government. 
It is the exact opposite of ‘Government of the people, for the people and by 
the people,’ the statement of Abraham Lincoln.”112 And fi nally, there is this 
short paragraph in a letter of January 31, 1960, that Truman never mailed 
to Joseph Clark. It shows that the aging former President is still very much 
involved with party politics, relying one more time on the shortened but 
correctly cited triad by his idol Abraham Lincoln: “The democratic Party 
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has been the only political party since 1808 that has had the ordinary man’s 
interest in its concept of what government is for. That has been true through 
Jackson, Lincoln (who coined the phrase ‘Of, by and for the people’), Grover 
Cleveland in his fi rst term, Teddy Roosevelt, to some extent, Woodrow 
Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt (without reservation).”113 All of this is “plain 
talk” in its best sense, and Abraham Lincoln most assuredly would have 
approved of the way Harry S. Truman as well as Winston S. Churchill used 
his proverb to advance democratic “government[s] of the people, by the 
people, for the people” throughout the world.
Survival of the “People-Proverb” in the Modern Age
During the past fi ve decades, Lincoln’s proverb has found continued use as 
a well-known verbal symbol of democracy. At times the name of Abraham 
Lincoln is mentioned in order to add his authoritative voice to an argument 
or observation, but perhaps more often than not it suffi ces to state the 
entire phrase by itself or even just to allude to it. While the triad is often 
employed to comment on governmental issues, it is also called upon to deal 
with other political and social matters. This is the case, for example, with 
its effective employment in an article on “Our Faith Is Mightier Than Our 
Atom Bomb” (1949) by David E. Lilienthal, member of the Atomic Energy 
Commission:
We should boast, as Whitman would, that the song of America is a 
song of great horizons; of a “new order of the ages”; of a new way of 
life under the sun. We should boast that in the United States we have 
created the most luminous concepts of the objectives of human society 
that any people has ever dedicated itself to: “life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness”; “government of the people, by the people, for the people”; 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal ... 
one nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” We in America 
have no need for slogans of other lands when on our banner are inscribed 
such imperishable cries of the human spirit as these.114
With the Cold War in full swing, weapons of mass destruction were 
very much under discussion, especially in the aftermath of the employment 
of the atomic bomb. The Soviet Union and the United States started to 
throw aggressive slogans at each other, and the arms race was well on its way. 
But what Lilienthal is saying here by way of a number of famous American 
proverbial quotations is that no such military rhetoric is necessary if the 
faith of the American people remains strongly embedded in democratic 
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principles. But there were also those voices that questioned the claim of the 
universality of such American quotations, as was done by E. L. Woodward 
in his article “Words Loom Large in the World Struggle: Their Meanings 
Can be Dangerously Elusive” in The New York Times of March 16, 1952: 
“Examine the best known defi nition of democracy: government of the 
people, by the people, for the people. Government by what people? Those 
‘chosen by election’?”115 Such a question may serve as a fi tting transition to 
the following contextualized references from the modern mass media:
[1959:] Nearly one hundred years ago Abraham Lincoln in his 
memorable address spoke of the sacrifi ces made so that in his words 
“Government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not 
perish from the earth.” That was the question he posed to our nation 
in his generation. In our lives and actions, the people of America, 
in private and public sectors, daily face millions of choices with this 
continuing question always in the background.116 (President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower)
[1960:] By democratic values, the right to vote is fundamental, 
for the very existence of government dedicated to the concept “of the 
people, by the people, for the people,” to use Lincoln’s words, depends 
on the franchise.117 (Justice Douglas)
[1961:] Now he (U.N. Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold] is 
gone, but the cause of liberty and justice is not dead. Out of this day’s 
shadow, facing uncertain events, we must look forward. [...] The words 
Lincoln spoke on a great battlefi eld where the dead were hardly yet 
buried, in the midst of a war whose outcome was not yet certain, may 
come to mind. We too lament the dead, of two world wars, of fi ghting 
in Korea and of U.N. soldiers other than the Secretary General who have 
fallen in line of duty. We too must highly resolve “that government of the 
people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.”118
Again and again one observes how sacrosanct Lincoln’s words can 
become in serious sociopolitical matters. The Gettysburg Address is, of 
course, a national treasure, and the entire text or parts of it are often recited. 
In fact, on November 19, 1963, The New York Times republished it on the 
100th anniversary of the short but pregnant speech.119 And the last sentence, 
long proverbial in American parlance, once again reminded readers of this 
unique and memorable defi nition of democracy. Three days later, President 
John F. Kennedy was assassinated on November 22, 1963. The citizens of 
Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, where the Kennedy family has a home, passed 
the following resolution that paraphrased Lincoln’s solemn address to honor 
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the slain Kennedy: “We hereby highly resolve that John F. Kennedy shall 
not have died in vain, that each one of us, under God, shall do everything 
possible to eliminate any ideas of hatred, intolerance or revenge in our own 
hearts to the end that government of the people, by the people and for the 
people, shall not perish from the earth.”120 During those sad times, this short 
statement, spoken by the people, was most appropriate to pay tribute to 
John F. Kennedy and to proclaim the survival of the American democracy.
Of course, not every use of Lincoln’s phrase appears in such sublime 
surroundings. There was also the poster at Calvin Coolidge High School 
proclaiming that “Government of the Students, by the Students, for the 
Students, shall not perish from Calvin Coolidge” (1964).121And then came 
the corruption of the Nixon presidency with its Watergate scandal. Adlai E. 
Stevenson, Jr., Democratic Senator from Illinois, made effective use of the 
proverb in his Senate speech of October 2, 1972, by expanding it to show 
how President Richard Nixon negated its accepted truth: “The people are 
left to conclude what they will. And they will conclude that Mr. Nixon’s 
Administration, because it will not permit an impartial investigation of the 
charges against it, has a great deal to hide. They are left to conclude that 
government of the people, by the people, for the people has given way, in 
Mr. Nixon’s Washington, to the politics of wealth and stealth. And they are 
left to conclude that the era of the New Deal and the era of the Fair Deal 
have given way to Mr. Nixon’s era: the Era of the Deal.”122 All of this led the 
Rev. Theodore M. Hesburgh, president of the University of Notre Dame, 
to ask the following question: “Have we become so inured to unethical 
behavior on the part of those who govern us that we are beyond surprise 
or indignation whatever the crime? How did we come to such a sorry pass, 
we who pride ourselves on government of the people, by the people, for 
the people, with liberty and justice for all?”123 As will be remembered, Vice 
President Gerald Ford took over the reigns after Nixon’s disgraceful fall 
from the highest offi ce of the land. The new president did his best to heal 
the political and moral wounds, and in his State of the Union Message of 
January 12, 1977, he began his remarks by reassuring the American people 
that the United States will carry on: “We can be confi dent, however, that 100 
years from now a freely elected President will come before a freely elected 
Congress, chosen to renew our great republic’s pledge to government of the 
people, by the people and for the people.”124 This was an effective way to 
begin this speech as the American nation was beginning its third century 
with new hope for a more perfect people’s government.
By the time of the national election of 1980, however, there was once 
again the worry that not enough people would take advantage of that great 
privilege and right of voting for their national government. The journalist 
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Laurin Hall Healy commented on this malaise in an article in the Christian
Science Monitor of November 3, 1980, effectively concluding it with 
Lincoln’s phrase:
American democracy cannot survive unless it has an informed, educated, 
and concerned citizenry actively involved in the political process. Apathy 
must be overcome. The idea must be eliminated that “what difference does 
it make who is elected?”—that “politicians are all crooked, and no matter 
which party wins the people always lose.” [...] Tomorrow there will be 
more than 157 million Americans of voting age. If past experience holds 
true only 84 million of them will bother to go to the polls on election day. 
Will the other 73 million remain in the huge third party—the No-Vote 
Party? Or will an enhanced sense of these perilous times arouse the silent 
ones to stand up and be counted in defense of that unique experiment in 
government of the people, by the people, and for the people?125
This is all true, but voter apathy is at least to some degree understandable 
when one considers the modern ways of campaigns: “Those TV spots, that 
no politician can run for offi ce without, have all but turned ‘government 
of the people, by the people and for the people’ into government of the 
lobbyists, by the lobbyists and for the lobbyists. And you can blame television 
for that.”126 What is needed, of course, is a broad educational process in 
politics. The New York Times certainly tries its best at it, giving people a 
chance to voice their opinions as well, as a self-advertisement of May 3, 
1981, demonstrates. The headline reads: “Of the people, by the people, 
for the people.” This is followed by a picture of Congress with two people 
reading the Times. Underneath is the slogan: “The Op-Ed Page. Every 
morning. The place to look for interesting ideas. The New York Times.”127
And there was also the advertisement by WOR Radio of New York with the 
headline and caption containing the following message: “RADIO OF THE 
PEOPLE, BY THE PEOPLE, FOR THE PEOPLE. Beginning tomorrow 
and continuing through 1983, WOR Radio will bring you a contemporary 
essay on America. It will be a revelation to anyone who wants to understand 
the American Spirit. We’ll explore the country from Boston Harbor to San 
Francisco Bay: We’ll meet and talk with teachers, truck drivers, factory 
workers and mayors [...].”128And why not also high government offi cials, 
who hopefully are mindful that they represent a government of the people, 
by the people, for the people!
Presidential candidates are also quite aware of the emotional power 
of Lincoln’s democratic proverb that resonates so well in the minds of 
Americans. Democrat Walter Mondale, for example, made the following 
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remarks on the political stomp in February of 1984: “Most Americans are 
never going to make a lot of money. They’re going to live on modest incomes. 
But in America, we don’t measure people by money. We measure people by 
what they really are. And when we talk about government of the people, 
by the people and for the people, that’s what we mean. But what we’ve got 
today is a government of the rich, by the rich, and for the rich.”129 He liked 
his substitution of “rich” for “people” so much that he repeated this variant 
in his address accepting the Democratic Party nomination for President on 
July 19, 1984: “Four years ago, many of you voted for Mr. Reagan because 
he promised that you’d be better off. And today, the rich are better off. But 
working Americans are worse off, and the middle class is standing on a trap 
door. Lincoln once said that ours is to be a government of the people, by 
the people, and for the people. But what we have today is a government of 
the rich, by the rich, and for the rich and we’re going to make a change in 
November.”130 Mondale was not elected, voter turnout was once again not 
impressive, and when three years later the country celebrated two hundred 
years of the Constitution, the question was raised: “Is this still ‘government 
of the people, by the people, and for the people’? Are ‘We the people’ 
turned off politics?”131 Such are the perils of a democracy, but in typical 
American fashion of looking forward,132 hope springs eternal that citizens 
will make it their responsibility that their government is based on the free 
choices of the people themselves.
Here is a telling example of a time in Germany when this was not at 
all the case: “The words ‘Dem Deutschen Volke’ (‘to the German people’) 
on the Reichstag were quite different from the notion of ‘government of 
the people, by the people, for the people.’ They were to demonstrate that 
the Reichstag was a gift to the people from the higher powers who legally 
continued to hold sovereignty: the heads of the 15 monarchies and 3 cities 
that established the German empire in 1871. [...] It is not surprising that for 
lack of tradition and experience, and in the face of traumatic changes after 
World War I, Germany’s fi rst attempt at a genuine democracy [Weimarer 
Republik] did not succeed.”133 One is reminded in this respect and regarding 
all governmental experiments of a two-line stanza of William Matthews’ 
poem “Frazzle” (1998) with its intentional variation of the traditional 
preposition sequence:
By the people. For the people. Of the people. Grammar—
but politics is an incomplete sentence, after all.134
But speaking of politics, Lincoln’s proverb was even utilized during the 
national crisis of September 11, 2001, when the American democracy was 
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shaken by dreadful terrorist attacks. The reaction to this tragedy took many 
forms, but here is the comment by Kathryn L. van Heyningen from Palm 
Harbor, Florida, who as a citizen had this to say in the St. Petersburg Times: 
“Though the World Trade Center was demolished, the Pentagon damaged, 
we must remember that this country is more than glass, steel and concrete. 
The terrorists struck at symbols of our nation, but it is the people who make 
a country great. We cannot and will not live in fear. We will not surrender, 
and as Lincoln said: ‘The government of the people, by the people and for 
the people shall not perish from this earth.’”135
This short paragraph was indeed a rhetorically and emotionally 
appropriate reaction to this terrible tragedy. For several days and even weeks 
similar heartfelt and patriotic comments appeared in print or were expressed 
orally in the mass media. The same was true, of course, around the days of 
the fi rst anniversary of the attack on America. And yet, everyday life has 
once again engulfed the country, and there is no lack of mundane phrases 
and slogans to mark a modern existence devoid of the depth of the wisdom 
expressed by Abraham Lincoln and some of the other great presidents before 
and after him. Today’s political rhetoric does not seem to measure up any 
longer to the lofty heights of the remarks by some of these national leaders. 
The journalist Tim Cuprisin made this point on January 2, 2002, in his 
satirical article “‘Dead Body’ Phrase May Mark Bush’s Political Life” by 
contrasting Lincoln’s proverb and two of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s memorable 
phrases with the inane utterances of recent presidents:
It’s still too early to tell, but we just may have witnessed one of those 
landmark presidential sound bites over the weekend. It wasn’t one of 
the stately phrases that presidents once uttered, like Abraham Lincoln’s 
“government of the people, by the people and for the people” or Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s “we have nothing to fear but fear itself,” or “a date which 
will live in infamy.” We’re talking about the TV age, when a short burst 
of simple, almost trivial, words caught on videotape, like Richard Nixon’s 
“I’m not a crook,” can characterize an entire presidency. For George 
Bush the elder, it was, of course, “read my lips, no new taxes.” He, of 
course, went on to ignore those lips. And no one can dispute that Bill 
Clinton’s “I did not have sexual relations with that woman” is likely the 
most famous lie ever uttered on camera from behind a straight face. For 
George W. Bush, there’s a good chance that Saturday’s “not over my dead 
body will they raise your taxes” will enter that pantheon of presidential 
sound bites, although he meant what he said. He’s just as sincere as his 
dad was back in 1988.136
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These are clearly different times for presidents, when every word is 
recorded and together with pictures is broadcast instantly around the world. 
That being the case, it behooves modern presidents to pay close attention to 
their rhetoric once again as their predecessors most assuredly practiced it. The 
words and phrases of spontaneous utterances as well as of formal addresses 
or speeches need to be chosen with considerable care, and a good dose of 
pride in the English language ought to be added to it. With such proper 
respect for the power of words, modern presidents as well can formulate 
statements that will be entered into the annals of American political and 
social history. In the meantime Americans have Abraham Lincoln’s proverb 
“Government of the people, by the people, for the people” to guide them 
in their attempt to make democracy work. It certainly is a piece of wisdom 
that might lead humankind with the assistance of the United Nations to a 
free and democratic world.
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“God Helps Them Who Help Themselves”
Proverbial Resolve in the Letters of Abigail Adams
American patriarchs like John Adams, Aaron Burr, Benjamin Franklin, 
Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, George Washing-
ton, and others are deservedly revered as the founding fathers of the American 
nation,1 but behind all of these political heroes stood their wives and other 
women, who helped or enabled these great men to construct a republican 
government based on sound democratic principles. While the glory of these 
men continues to shine, there is also a female star that has received universal 
acclaim. This person is Abigail Adams (1744–1818), wife of President John 
Adams (1735–1826) and mother of President John Quincy Adams (1767–
1848), who as the matriarch during revolutionary and nation-building times 
could most assuredly hold the proverbial candle to her male compatriots. 
While she as a woman could not participate publicly in the revolution or 
political debates, she nevertheless worked in the background and made her 
views on sociopolitical issues known. To be sure, she did not write pamphlets 
or a book, she never gave a public speech, she did not keep a diary, and as 
a woman, she never had the opportunity to vote despite her keen interest 
in women’s issues.2 However, she was her husband’s most astute political 
adviser and confi dante, telling him her ideas when he happened to be home 
or expressing them to him in hundreds of letters when he was separated 
from her for periods of several years at a time. But there are countless other 
letters to family members and political leaders of her time by this barely fi ve-
feet tall woman, with “the epistolary network knit[ting] together women 
and men with widely differing social, economic, and religious positions.”3
Throughout her invaluable epistles, Abigail Adams shows herself to be a 
person of the highest moral standards with a sincere commitment to do her 
part as a public servant next to and not in the shadow of John Adams. 
Judging by the steady stream of letters that she composed throughout 
her life, one might well talk of an epistolary “addiction”4 to familial, 
instructional, didactic, political, moralizing, descriptive, impressionistic, 
analytical, judgmental, opinionated, refl ective, and at times also gossipy 
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missives. Ten years after their marriage, John Adams wrote to his wife 
on July 2, 1774, that she should “put them [their letters] up safe, and 
preserve them. They may exhibit to our Posterity a kind of Picture of the 
Manners, Opinions, and Principles of these Times of Perplexity, Danger 
and Distress” (I,121).5 Abigail herself did not always have such high 
opinion of the potential importance of her letters which, as she expressed 
to her sister Mary Cranch on May 26, 1798, she considered nothing 
but “fi rst thoughts, without correction [including unorthodox spelling, 
random capitalization, and almost nonexistent punctuation; all of which 
have faithfully been maintained throughout this chapter]” (NL,182).6 As 
spontaneously formulated impressions, observations, and refl ections her 
letters are indeed literary documents of invaluable authenticity, containing 
the view of a revolutionary world seen through the eyes of one of the keenest 
minds of the American eighteenth century. To be sure, Abigail Adams was 
“the quintessential Puritan—purposeful, pietistic, passionate, prudish, 
frugal, diligent, courageous, well-educated, and self-righteous,” but just 
like her husband, Thomas Jefferson, and others, Abigail also embraced the 
“Enlightenment confi dence in freedom and openness.”7
Little wonder that this female intellectual giant in the world of male 
domination is a complex fi gure of ambivalent contradictions. In a fascinating 
review article on “The Abigail Industry” (1988) of the many studies and 
biographies on this unique American woman of wit and emotions, Edith B. 
Gelles speaks of the multifaceted interpretations of her life and character: 
the saintly Abigail, the romantic Abigail, the fl irtatious Abigail,8 the 
feminist Abigail, the Freudian Abigail, the political Abigail, and the hidden 
(manipulative) Abigail.9 One thing is for certain, Abigail Adams was part of 
“what was legally, economically, and politically a man’s world,”10 She thus 
had no choice but to excel in the realm of domesticity while letting her 
intelligence on worldly affairs shine in her letters that she often signed with 
the penname of Portia, the “loving and faithful wife of Brutus, liberator 
of Rome, who is said to have shared the physical weakness of women, but 
whose patriotism was as steadfast as any man’s.”11 Abigail did not only 
stand by her husband through all of his political life, she very much stood 
solidly on her own two feet as an independent thinker and accomplished 
farmeress and wife of a revolutionary, diplomat, and Vice(President). As 
a female participant and observer of the pre- to post-revolutionary period 
in America, Abigail Adams’ exquisite mind, forceful determination, strong 
opinions, political ambition, and powerful rhetoric had much to do with 
her husband’s career, who in turn acknowledged her intellectual prowess 
and supportive love throughout their long fi fty-four year marriage as spirited 
and committed soul mates.
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“Out of the Abundance of the Heart, the Mouth 
Speaketh”—Epistolary Floods
This deep love for each other is already expressed proverbially in an early 
courtship letter of September 12, 1763, by then Abigail Smith to John 
Adams:
You was pleas’d to say that the receipt of a letter from your Diana 
[Abigail’s earlier penname] always gave you pleasure. Whether this was 
designed for a complement (a commodity I acknowledg that you very 
seldom deal in) or as a real truth, you best know. Yet if I was to judge of 
a certain persons Heart, by what upon the like occasion passes through 
a cabinet of my own, I should be apt to suspect it as a truth. And why 
may I not? when I have often been tempted to believe; that they were 
both cast in the same mould, only with this difference, that yours was 
made, with a harder mettle, and therefore is less liable to an impression. 
Whether they have both an eaquil quantity of Steel, I have not yet been 
able to discover, but do not imagine they are either of them defi cient. 
Supposing only this difference, I do not see, why the same cause may 
not produce the same Effect in both, tho perhaps not eaquil in degree. 
(I,8–9)
This is indeed a bit of playful epistolary indirection, with the proverbial 
expression of “to be cast in the same mold” with plenty of steel in it 
indicating that here might just be two lovers made for each other.12 But true 
to her determined disposition, Abigail does not stop with this metaphor. 
Instead, she continues with a clear allusion to the Bible proverb “It is better 
to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35), now quite directly telling John that 
she expects him to be more forthcoming with his expression of love to her: 
“But after all, notwithstanding we are told that the giver is more blessed 
than the receiver I must confess that I am not of so generous a disposition, 
in this case, as to give without wishing for a return” (I,9). Some thirteen 
years later, Abigail returned to this proverb in her letter of April 21, 1776, 
to John at Philadelphia, reprimanding him for the rarity and shortness of 
his letters: “I have to acknowledg the Recept of a very few lines dated the 12 
of April. You make no mention of the whole sheets I have wrote to you, by 
which I judge you either never Received them, or that they were so lengthy 
as to be troublesome; and in return you have set me an example of being 
very concise. I believe I shall not take the Hint, but give as I love to Receive” 
(I,389). This is the independent and witty wife, who is quite capable of 
giving her husband, albeit with a good dose of irony, a bit of her mind. 
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When one considers the lengthy periods of separation that Abigail had to 
endure, she had every reason to scold her husband from time to time for not 
being as prolifi c a correspondent with her as she was forever with him.
It is not surprising, then, that Abigail also favored the Bible proverb 
“Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh” (Matthew 12:34) 
as a psychological explanation for her epistolary profuseness as an expression 
of her loneliness. This was already the case when on April 12, 1764, she 
wrote the following lines from her parental home in Weymouth to her fi ancé 
John in not at all faraway Braintree: “Here am I all alone, in my Chamber, 
a mere Nun I assure you, after professing myself thus will it not be out of 
Character to confess that my thoughts are often employ’d about Lysander 
(John’s penname), ‘out of the abundance of the Heart, the mouth speaketh,’ 
and why Not the Mind thinketh” (I,25). What an absolutely delightful use 
of the traditional proverb with that splendid addition to it, indicating that 
her nunlike seclusion does by no means prevent her from having amorous 
thoughts. In a second allusive use of the proverb in a letter of October 
25, 1778, Abigail vents her frustrations at being alone in Braintree with 
the children while John is conducting his diplomatic services in distant 
France:
In the very few lines I have received from you not the least mention is 
made that you have ever received a line from me. I have not been so 
parsimonious as my Friend, perhaps I am not so prudent but I cannot 
take my pen with my Heart overfl owing and not give utterance to some 
of the abundance which is in it. Could you after a thousand fears and 
anxieties, long expectation and painful suspences be satisfi ed with my 
telling you that I was well, that I wished you were with me, that my 
daughter sent her duty, that I had ordered some articles for you which 
I hoped would arrive &. &.—By Heaven if you could have changed 
Hearts with some frozen Lapplander or made a voyage to a region that 
has chilld every Drop of our Blood.—But I will restrain a pen already 
I fear too rash, nor shall it tell you how much I have sufferd from the 
appearance of—inattention. (III,110–111)
Abigail knew very well how much John loved her, how much he hated 
their long separations, and she also knew that many of their letters were lost 
at sea. But at this moment she wanted to let John know that she needed 
and deserved more attention from him, as she managed the domestic life 
at home. About twenty years later, her love for John unaltered, she writes 
on April 26, 1797, from Quincy (formerly Braintree) to the new President 
in Philadelphia: “I am ready and willing to follow my husband wherever he 
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chooses; but the hand of Heaven has arrested me. Adieu, my dear friend. 
Excuse the melancholy strain of my letter. From the abundance of the heart 
the stream fl ows” (LA,377). It was diffi cult for Abigail to say her goodbyes 
to her relatives and friends in Massachusetts, as she prepared to leave for 
the capital to take on her more urban role as the second “fi rst lady” of the 
United States. Her heart and mind were always fi lled with emotions and 
thoughts, and their abundance resulted in a steady stream of letters, with 
the Bible proverb, even if it is merely alluded to, becoming an explanatory 
leitmotif of sorts for her obsessive letter writing.
“There is a Tide in the Affairs of Men”—Seizing the Moment
One is reminded of an early letter that Abigail wrote to John on April 16, 
1764, telling him before their marriage “I write to you with so little restraint,” 
for after all, as she states proverbially, “what is bred in the bone will never be 
out of the fl esh” (I,32). Three days later, she shows an incredible strength of 
character when she literally invites John to inform her of her faults before 
they speak their marriage vows, for as the proverb claims, there is “No time 
as proper as the present”:
But altho it is vastly disagreeable to be accused of faults, yet no person 
ought to be offended when such accusations are deliverd in the Spirit of 
Friendship.—I now call upon you to fullfi ll your promise, and tell me all 
my faults, both of omission and commission, and all the Evil you either 
know, or think of me, be to me a second conscience, nor put me off to 
a more convenient Season. There can be no time more proper than the 
present, it will be harder to erase them when habit has strengthned and 
confi rmd them. (I,37)
But never mind, John Adams was a man who liked his strong, 
courageous, and intelligent bride just the way she was, accepting her as his 
intellectual equal, a stance that put him far above most men of his time. 
Abigail continued to live up to the wisdom of this proverb, always speaking 
her mind at the time she saw fi t.
In fact, there is another proverb that encouraged her to act in word 
and deed according to her principles. Quoting several lines from William 
Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar on March 7, 1776, Abigail’s revolutionary spirit is 
eager to push John into deliberate action towards independence from Great 
Britain: “I cannot Bear to think of your continuing in a State of Supineness 
this winter. ‘There is a tide in the affairs of Men / Which taken, at the fl ood 
leads on to fortune; [...]’” (I,354). About fi fteen years later she used this 
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piece of wisdom again without a direct reference to Shakespeare in a letter of 
January 9, 1791, to her sister Mary Cranch, this time to express her view that 
the younger generation must be active participants in the construction of 
the new American nation: “‘There is a tide in the affairs of men.’ Our young 
folks must watch for it” (NL,69). By putting the statement in quotation 
marks, Abigail signals that she is in fact quoting her beloved Shakespeare. 
However, his statement from the year 1599 had long become proverbial 
both in England and the United States.13
But with all of her proactive determination in her personal and social 
affairs, Abigail Adams was also well aware of mankind’s limitations and the 
transitoriness of life. She expresses this predicament with typical humility 
by quoting a couplet out of Oliver Goldsmith’s (1728–1774) The Vicar of 
Wakefi eld (1764) which had quickly become proverbial: “In what so ever 
state I am I will endeavour to be therewith content. ‘Man wants but Little 
here below / Nor wants that Little long’” (I,355).14 This statement is part 
of the letter of March 7, 1776, in which Abigail had encouraged John to 
take time by the forelock, so to speak. But here, in a mood shift in the same 
letter, the deeply religious Abigail reminds herself and John of the frailty of 
human life. This proverb became a comforting device of rationalizing for 
Abigail as she faced various toils, challenges, and frustrations, as can be seen 
from two additional occurrences in letters to John:
If I have neither Sugar, molasses, coffe nor Tea I have no right to 
complain. I can live without any of them and if what I enjoy I can share 
with my partner and with Liberty, I can sing o be joyfull and sit down 
content—
“Man wants but little here below
Nor wants that little long.”
(II,324; August 22, 1777)
Were we less Luxurious we should be better able to support our 
Independance with becomeing dignity, but having habituated ourselves 
to the delicacies of Life, we consider them as necessary, and are unwilling 
to tread back the path of Simplicity, or refl ect that
“Man wants but little here below
Nor wants that little long.”
(IV,344; July 17, 1782)
From revolutionary times to her life on the stage of world politics, 
Abigail Adams seems to have remembered this wisdom concerning a life of 
satisfaction and simplicity based on Puritan ethics.
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“God Helps Them Who Help Themselves”—
Undoubting Resolve
Her favorite proverb, however, was the internationally disseminated proverb 
“God helps them who help themselves” that has been traced back to classical 
antiquity.15Abigail used it as a leitmotif of resolve and determination four 
times, with John Adams quoting it back to her, accepting it as a principle 
of taking fate into one’s own hands: “As to Politicks, We have nothing to 
expect but the Whole Wrath and Force of G. Britain. But your Words are as 
true as an oracle ‘God helps them, who help them selves, and if We obtain 
the divine Aid by our own Virtue, Fortitude and Perseverance, We may be 
sure of Relief” (I,290; October 1, 1775). But while John Adams cites the 
anonymous folk proverb as an oracular truth, his wife connects the proverb 
with King Richard by using such introductory formulas as “as King Richard 
said,” “that saying of king Richard,” “King Richards [observation],” and “it 
was a saying of king Richards.” Clearly she associated the popular proverb 
with an historical fi gure, but who might this have been? She often quotes 
Shakespeare in her letters, and she might have had a passage out of his King
Richard II (1596) in mind that can be read as an allusion to the proverb:
The means that heavens yield must be embrac’d,
And not neglected. Else if heaven would
And we will not, heaven’s offer we refuse,
The proffer’d means of succors and redress. (III,2,29–32)
Two paremiographers and Shakespeare scholars have identifi ed this 
passage as a reminiscence of the proverb “God helps them (those) who (that) 
help themselves,”16 and there is no reason why Abigail might not have made 
the same connection upon her reading of the play. But the editors of the 
Adams Family Correspondence, at a loss who this King Richard might be, 
came up with the idea that “this might be AA’s joke, since one source of this 
saying, which appears as early as Æsop’s fables, is Benjamin Franklin’s Maxims 
Prefi xed to Poor Richard’s Almanac [1757]” (V,177, note 3 to Abigail’s letter of 
June 14, 1783). Benjamin Franklin actually cited the proverb as “God helps 
them that help themselves” already in June 1736 in one of the twenty-fi ve 
celebrated and extremely popular Poor Richard’s Alamacks that he edited from 
1733 to 1758.17 And indeed, he repeated it in the preface to his famous essay 
The Way to Wealth (1758) that served as an introduction to the last almanac, 
summarizing the entire proverbial wisdom of the previous issues, as it were: 
“Let us hearken to good advice, and something may be done for us; God 
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helps them that help themselves, as Poor Richard says.”18 Obviously Abigail 
Adams knew this reference, but upon reading the following four occurrences 
of the proverb in her letters, it seems doubtful that she is referring jokingly 
to Franklin’s “Poor Richard” as “King Richard.” Had she wanted to allude 
to the almanac, she would have used the formula “as poor Richard says” that 
had long become proverbial at her time. But perhaps her knowledge of both 
Shakespeare’s and Franklin’s passages became intermingled in her insistence 
on the association of the proverb with the name of Richard in some way, 
with more credit most likely going to Shakespeare. In any case, the actual 
contextualized occurrences of the proverb in her four letters have nothing 
humorous about them. Instead they speak of such solid values as virtue, 
fortitude, perseverance, determination, independence, justice, and confi dence 
that should be the basis of all Americans as they construct a government 
founded on democratic principles:
God helps them that help themselves as King Richard said and if we can 
obtain the divine aid [for the revolutionary cause] by our own virtue, 
fortitude and perseverance we may be sure of releaf. (I,280; September 
16, 1775)
Heaven grant us success at the Southard [against the British]. That 
saying of king Richard often occurs to my mind “God helps those who 
help themselves” but if Men turn their backs and run from an Enemy 
they cannot surely expect to conquer them. (II,358; October 25, 1777)
[...] but King Richards [observation] was a more independant 
one. God says, he helps those who help themselves. Advise is of little 
avail unless it is reduced to practise nor ought we implicitly to give up 
[on] our judgement to any one what ever may be our regard or esteem 
for them untill we have weighed and canvassed that advise with our 
reason and judgment—then if it is right agreable to virtue expedient and 
prudent we ought strictly to adhere to it—a mutability of temper and 
inconsistency with ourselves is the greatest weakness of Humane Nature, 
and will render us little and contemtable in the Eyes of the World. There 
are certain principal which ought to become unchangeable in us justice 
temperance fortitude hold the fi rst rank—he who possesses these will 
soon have all others added unto them. (V,176; June 14, 1783; letter to 
Royall Tyler)
It was a saying of king Richards “that God helps those who help 
themselves.” I should think our Countrymen have too often experienced 
this doctrine not to see their path plain before them. (VI,298; August 
25, 1785; letter to Thomas Welsh)
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Of course, these references also show once again Abigail’s deep faith 
in God looking out for her young nation. Never mind how much sacrifi ce 
will be needed by its citizens as long as there is the willpower and hope to 
establish a society based on freedom and democracy.
And there is another proverb that lends plenty of hope and confi dence 
for the future: “God tempers the wind to the shorn lamb.” Abigail employs 
this sixteenth-century French proverb that had become current in English 
as a loan translation during the seventeenth century in a letter of October 
31, 1799, to her sister Mary Cranch. But again, instead of citing it as an 
anonymous folk proverb, she refers to Laurence Sterne’s (1713–1768) use 
of it in his A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768),19 a clear 
indication of her literary prowess:
Where is the situation in Life which exempts us from trouble? Who of 
us pass through the world with our path strewed with fl owers, without 
encountering the thorns? In what ever state we are, we shall fi nd a mixture 
of good and evil, and we must learn to receive these vicissitudes of life, 
so as not to be unduly exalted by the one, or depressed by the other. 
No cup so bitter, but what some cordial drops are mingled by a kind 
Providence, who knows how as Sterne says, to “temper the wind to the 
Shorn Lamb.”—But I shall insensibly run into moralizing. (NL,212)
Convinced that God will look out for her and her compatriots, Abigail 
Adams can face life’s challenges and provide a bit of moral support to her 
sister and others by citing a most appropriate proverb.
“If It Is Worth Doing at All, It Is Worth Doing Well”—
Free Advice
Her dedication to particular truths from the realm of religion, politics, and 
social intercourse in general frequently led Abigail to speak with a moralizing 
and judgmental voice of authority, addressing family members, friends, and 
acquaintances of all ages and both genders. Her oldest son John Quincy 
Adams received numerous such missives from his mother, and more often 
than not they include solid proverbial advice, as can be seen in this letter to 
him of March 2, 1780:
You have great reason for thankfulness to your kind preserver, who 
hath again carried you through many dangers, preserved your Life and 
given you an opportunity of making further improvements in virtue 
and knowledge. You must consider that every Moment of your time is 
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precious, if trifl ed away never to be recalled. Do not spend too much 
of it in recreation, it will never afford you that permanant satisfaction 
which the acquisition of one Art or Science will give you, and whatever 
you undertake aim to make yourself perfect in it, for if it is worth doing 
at all, it is worth doing well. (III,293)
The proverb “If it is worth doing at all, it is worth doing well” was 
one of the favorite proverbs of Lord Chesterfi eld (Philip Dormer Stanhope, 
1694–1773), who used it repeatedly in his many prescriptive letters to 
his son Philip Stanhope as a guiding principle for success in life.20 Abigail 
had just read Chesterfi eld’s famous Letters to His Son (1774), and it might 
well be that she remembered the proverb from Chesterfi eld’s instructional 
letters. But both John and Abigail found Chesterfi eld’s letters much too 
worldly and unprincipled, “inculcating the most immoral, pernicious 
and Libertine principals,” as Abigail opined. Add to this “his abuse of our 
sex,” i.e., Chesterfi eld’s chauvinistic and anti-feministic statements, and it 
is not surprising that they rejected the popular letters as a book of social 
conduct and etiquette. Abigail even began to refer “to a breach of morality 
as Chesterfi eldian.”21 And yet, she is willing to grant “his Lordship the 
merrit of an Elegant pen, a knowledge of Mankind and a compiler of many 
Excellent maxims and rules for the conduct of youth” (III,289; February 28, 
1780; letter to Mercy Otis Warren).
But to be sure, Abigail herself was somewhat of a female Chesterfi eld, 
never in lack of words to give advice of proper social conduct. This certainly 
is the case in a letter of July 14, 1784, to Royall Tyler, the unsuccessful suitor 
of Abigail’s and John’s daughter Abigail (Nabby):
Upon all occasions I have deliverd my sentiments to you with freedom; 
(and shall continue to do;) but it remains with you to give them energy 
and force. Your favorite Rochefoucault observes we may give advice, 
but we cannot give conduct. If I could I would kindle in your Breast a 
spirit, of emulation, and ambition, that should enable you to shine with 
distinguished Brightness as a deep thinker a close reasoner and eloquent 
Speaker, but above all a Man of the strickest honour and integrity, for 
without these, the former would be only of temporary duration and the 
fame acquired by them would be like a faint meteor gliding through the 
Sky, shedding only a trancient light, whilst the latter like the fi xed stars 
never change their place but shine on to endless duration. (V,391)
Again Abigail decides to show her literary knowledge by mentioning 
that François de La Rochefoucauld (1613–1680) had included the wisdom 
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of “We may give advice, but we cannot give conduct” among his Maxims 
(1665), of which John Adams had bought a Paris 1777 edition in 1780 
(V,393, note 2). However, the text had long become proverbial in the 
English language, with Benjamin Franklin including it in his 1751 (June) 
Poor Richard’s Almanack and at the end of The Way to Wealth (1758).
The anonymous folk proverb could have suffi ced, but clearly Abigail’s 
epistolary style is informed by the literary elegance of eighteenth-century 
correspondence.
But here are a few additional instructive and didactic passages from 
Abigail’s letters to various people, where well-known proverbs conclude 
a paragraph or an entire letter as a concise summary of the intended 
message:
There are entanglingments [...] from which Time the great solacer of 
Humane woe only can relieve us. And Time I dare say will extricate those 
I Love from any unapproved Step, into which inexperience and youth 
may have involved them. But untill that period may arrive Honour, 
Honour, is at Stake—a word to the wise is suffi cient. (VI,366; September 
18, 1785; letter to William Stephens Smith)
Pray let me hear from you. The season is plentifull. Let us rejoice 
& be glad. Cheer up my good Sister. A merry Heart does good like a 
medicine. (NL,22; August 9, 1789; letter to Mary Cranch)
But you know there are cases where silence is prudence [varied: 
golden], and I think without fl attering myself I have attained to some 
share of that virtue. We live in a world where having Eyes we must not 
see, and Ears we must not hear. (NL,36; January 5, 1790; letter to Mary 
Cranch)
But such are the visisitudes of Life and the Transitory fl eeting state 
of all sublinary things; of all pride that which persons discover from 
Riches is the weakest. If we look over our acquaintance, how many do 
we fi nd who were a few years ago in affl uence, now reduced to real want, 
but there is no Family amongst them all whose schemes have proved so 
visionary, and so abortive as the unhappy one we are now commisirating. 
Better is a little with contentment than great Treasure; and trouble 
therewith. (NL,37; February 20, 1790; letter to Mary Cranch)
What is past cannot be remedied. We seldom learn from experience 
untill we get too old to use it, or we grow callous to the misfortunes of 
the world by Reiterated abuse. (NL,142; March 13, 1798; letter to Mary 
Cranch)
I do not regreet that my Nephew is disappointed, if so he is. I am 
sure the family connextion could never have proved happy, however 
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amiable Ann was, or is. She will be better the wife of any other Man. I 
never thought it a judicious connextion. Oil & water might as well mix, 
as the Fathers harmonize. (NL,239; March 15, 1800; letter to Mary 
Cranch)
The last text shows that Abigail feels free to break the normal structure of 
the proverb “Oil and water do not mix” in order to get her point across that 
a young couple and their families were simply not made for each other.
But here is yet another advisory letter by a caring mother to her studious 
son John Quincy that is in some way reminiscent of the way Lord Chesterfi eld 
“pestered” his son with a constant barrage of proverbial wisdom:
Your friends are not anxious that you will be in any danger through want 
of suffi cient application, but that a too ardent pursuit of your studies [at 
Harvard] will impair your health, and injure those bodily powers and 
faculties upon which the vigor of the mind depends. Moderation in all 
things is conducive to human happiness, though this is a maxim little 
heeded by youth whether their pursuits are of a sensual or a more refi ned 
and elevated kind.
It is an old adage, that a man at thirty must be either a fool or a 
physician. Though you have not arrived at that age, you would do well 
to trust to the advice and experience of those who have. Our bodies are 
framed of such materials as to require constant exercise to keep them in 
repair, to brace the nerves, and give vigor to the animal functions. Thus 
do I give you “line upon line, and precept upon precept.” (LA,341)
Abigail even uses introductory formulas as “this is a maxim” and “it is 
an old adage” to draw her son’s attention to the generational wisdom that 
is contained in her advice couched in traditional folk proverbs. And John 
Quincy adhered well to her counsel, for he did indeed excel as ambassador 
to England and Russian and eventually as President of the United States.
Reading such passages makes it diffi cult to understand why scholars 
have repeatedly argued that proverbs were not in high esteem during the 
eighteenth century, that so-called Age of Reason and Enlightenment that 
could not possibly be positively disposed towards folk wisdom. Paremiologist 
Richard Jente observed in 1945 that the literature of that time “with its 
enlightenment and sophistication made less use of the proverb than the 
preceding centuries,”22 and social historian James Obelkevich in 1987 
drew the overstated conclusion that “by the early decades of the eighteenth 
century opinion was turning sharply against them [the proverbs]. Though 
evidently still widely used in conversation, there too they came under attack; 
68 Proverbs Are the Best Policy
Swift pillories them, along with trite witticisms and banal small talk of the 
day; other critics found them ostentatious, competitive [i.e., contradictory], 
insincere—to use them was a ‘sign of a cox-comb.’ Having dropped out of 
polite literature (and the manuals of rhetoric), they were then banished from 
polite conversation; by the 1740s, when Lord Chesterfi eld advised his son 
that ‘a man of fashion never has recourse to proverbs or vulgar aphorisms,’ 
the process was complete.”23 But closer scrutiny of written sources of various 
types has by now shown that there was no general collapse of proverbiality, 
and the infamous Lord Chesterfi eld himself made ample use of proverbs in 
his didactic letters while at the same time arguing against their use. There 
simply was no major hiatus in the literary or oral appearance of proverbs 
in the eighteenth century! Renowned European authors such as William 
Blake, Louis Carmontelle, Denis Diderot, Henry Fielding, Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe, Johann Gottfried Herder, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Georg 
Christoph Lichtenberg, Johann Friedrich Schiller, Tobias George Smollett, 
Laurence Sterne, Jonathan Swift, and François-Marie Voltaire have all proven 
to be quite proverbial in detailed studies on their literary style.24 And in 
the United States, the writings of Benjamin Franklin, Cotton Mather, and 
such major fi gures as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson are replete 
with proverbs as well. For the American stage, paremiographer Bartlett 
Jere Whiting has illustrated the high frequency of folk proverbs during the 
eighteenth century in his invaluable collection of Early American Proverbs 
and Proverbial Phrases (1977), stating quite correctly in the introduction 
that “of the Founding Fathers—and now we must include a mother—John 
Adams, amply seconded by his redoubtable wife Abigail, bears away the 
bell as user of proverbs. It is no accident that the Harvard College Library 
possesses a copy of John Ray’s Collection of English Proverbs (1670) with 
John Adams’ autograph scrawled on the title page.”25
And yet, the extensive scholarship on both John and Abigail Adams has 
almost completely ignored this, with my article on “Narrative History as 
Proverbial Narrative: David McCullough’s Best-Selling John Adams [2001]
Biography” (2002) being the only study having picked up on Whiting’s 
observation concerning the propensity towards employing proverbs by these 
two major fi gures of the eighteenth century.26 Otherwise only Kathleen 
Ann Lawrence has referred to Abigail’s partiality for folk wisdom in passing: 
“When lost for the words of her own, Abigail made use of proverbs, maxims 
and prose [i.e., quotations] to write what she could not utter,”27 But as 
the examples cited thus far have shown and what numerous additional 
contextualized proverb references will clearly substantiate, Abigail Adams 
is a most conscious, deliberate, and effective user of proverbs which serve 
her as major rhetorical and argumentative devices. Her employment of 
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proverbs has nothing to do with lacking the words to express herself, but 
their traditional wisdom is part and parcel of her epistolary style and wit.
“I Feel the Absence of My Better Half”—Love
and Separation
This is also true for the numerous passages in Abigail’s letters where she 
expresses her deep love for John and her almost unbearable loneliness during 
their long separations. In fact, “letters were their only consolation. They were 
a poor substitute for conversation, but Abigail had nothing else. She wrote 
often, with an ease and grace that made her letters as close to conversation 
as the written word could be. She poured out her worries about everything 
from planting corn to the possibility of war with Great Britain. Just putting 
her thoughts on paper helped relieve her mind, but it could take weeks for 
John’s answers to come—when they came at all.”28 Again and again Abigail 
cites the proverbial expression “to be one’s better half ” to state how much 
she missed her beloved husband: “I feel the absence of my better half, in this 
Day of Distress” (I,190; May 2, 1775; letter to Mercy Otis Warren); “[...] in 
the Education of my little fl ock [the children] I stand in need of the constant 
assistance of my Better half ” (I,377; April 13, 1776; letter to Mercy Otis 
Warren); “[...] my Heart was too full to bear the weight of affl iction which 
I thought just ready to overtake us, and my body too weak almost to bear 
the shock unsupported by my better Half ” (II,301; August 5, 1777; letter 
to John); and “[...] cannot you immagine me seated by my fi re side Bereft of 
my better Half, and added to that a Limb lopt of to heighten the anguish” 
(II,390; February 15, 1778; letter to John Thaxter). The last reference refers 
to the extreme anxiety that Abigail experienced after John and their son 
John Quincy had left on their transatlantic voyage for France during the 
hazardous winter and the dangerous wartime with Great Britain.
It is not surprising that Abigail often used somatic “heart” expressions 
to vent her emotional ups and downs during the long periods of separation 
from John. They add a great deal of emotive expressiveness to her letters that 
are fi lled with love and tenderness as well as anxiety:
I want very much to hear from you, how you stood your journey, and 
in what state you fi nd yourself now. I felt very anxious about you tho 
I endeavourd to be very insensible and heroick, yet my heart felt like a 
heart of Led. (I,193; May 4, 1775)
I set down with a heavy Heart to write to you. I have had no other 
since you left me. Woe follows Woe and one affl iction treads upon the 
heal of an other. (I,284; September 25, 1775)
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My Heart is as light as a feather and my Spirits are dancing. I received 
this afternoon a fi ne parcel of Letters and papers [from you], it was a feast 
to me. I shall rest in quiet I hope this Night. (I,416; May 27, 1776)
I am sometimes quite discouraged from writing. So many vessels are 
taken, that there is Little chance of Letters reaching your Hands. That I 
meet with so few returns is a circumstance that lies heavy at my Heart. 
(III,140; December 27, 1778)
I recollect the untitled Man to whom I gave my Heart, and in 
the agony of recollection when time and distance present themselves 
together—wish we had never been any other. Who shall give me back 
Time? Who shall compensate to me those years I cannot recall? How 
dearly have I paid for a titled Husband; should I wish you less wise that I 
might enjoy more happiness!” (Adams Papers, October 25, 1782)29
Of course, Abigail was way too much a realist and pragmatist not 
to support her husband in his political role as a servant of the American 
cause. No matter how much she lamented and complained, she actually 
shared John’s ambitions and thus was willing to endure loneliness while she 
trusted him to be faithful to her during his long absences. This is beautifully 
expressed with the proverb “The falling out of Lovers is the renewal of Love” 
in her letter of November 13, 1780, to John at Paris. In that epistle, Abigail 
is taking issue with John’s earlier statement that he likes her letters especially 
when they do not include any complaints:
I am wholy unconscious of giving you pain in this way since your late 
absence. If any thing of the kind formerly escaped my pen, had I not 
ample retaliation, and did we not Balance accounts tho the sum was 
rather in your favour even after having distroyed some of the proof. In 
the most Intimate of Friendships, there must not be any recrimination. If 
I complaind, it was from the ardour of affection which could not endure 
the least apprehension of neglect, and you who was conscious that I 
had no cause would not endure the supposition. We however wanted 
no mediating power to adjust the difference, we no sooner understood 
each other properly, but as the poet says, “The falling out of Lovers is 
the renewal of Love.”
Be to my faults a little Blind
Be to my virtues ever kind
and you are sure of a Heart all your own, which no other Earthly object 
ever possessd. Sure I am that not a syllable of complaint has ever stained 
my paper, in any Letter I have ever written since you left me. I should 
have been ungratefull indeed, when I have not had the shadow of a cause; 
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but on the contrary, continual proofs of your attention to me. You well 
know I never doubted your Honour. Virtue and principal confi rm the 
indissoluable Bond which affection fi rst began and my security depends 
not upon your passion, which other objects might more easily excite, but 
upon the sober and setled dictates of Religion and Honour. It is these 
that cement, at the same time that they ensure the affections. (IV,13–14; 
November 13, 1780)
It is interesting to note once again that the educated Abigail introduces 
the proverb with the introductory formula “as the poet says.” Its wisdom 
goes back to classical antiquity, and it has appeared in variations in Terence, 
Shakespeare, Robert Burton, Jonathan Swift, Samuel Richardson, and 
others,30 and Abigail might have had almost any of these “poets” in mind. 
And yet, she really is citing an insight that had long become a folk proverb.
Be that as it may, she is well aware of the fact that the proverb “Time 
erases all sorrows” is commonly known among her compatriots, as is 
indicated by her use of the introductory formula “which is said to” in 
yet another epistle to John: “Time which is said to soften and alleviate 
Sorrow, encreases anxiety when connected with expectation. This I hourly 
experience” (IV,229; October 21, 1781). This summarizes Abigail’s 
situation for most of her life, and she never stopped declaring her love for 
John in her lonesome letters. She has herself described her predicament the 
best in a letter to John of September 23, 1776: “There are perticuliar times 
when I feel such an uneasiness, such a restlessness, as neither company, 
Books, family Cares or any other thing will remove, my Pen is my only 
pleasure, and writing to you the composure of my mind” (II,133). And she 
even calls on the Bible proverb “No man liveth for himself ” (Romans 14:7) 
for authoritative support in venting her anxieties to John:
I feel a disposition to Quarrel with a race of Beings who have cut me of, 
in the midst of my days from the only Society [i.e., John] I delighted 
in. Yet No Man liveth for himself, says an authority I will not dispute. 
Let me draw satisfaction from this Source and instead of murmuring 
and repineing at my Lot consider it in a more pleasing view. Let me 
suppose that the same Gracious Being [God] who fi rst smiled upon our 
union and Blessed us in each other, endowed my Friend with powers 
and talents for the Benifi t of Mankind and gave him a willing mind, to 
improve them for the service of his Country. (V,22; October 25, 1782)
Such letters are indeed “a revealing source of self-analysis”31 that place 
her love for John in the greater realm of service to society, but Abigail is 
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not always the keen intellectual in her epistles to John. There are numerous 
passages in these letters that abound with love and emotion,32 as for example 
“My Dearest Friend—How much is comprised in that short sentance? How 
fondly can I call you mine, bound by every tie, which consecrates the most 
inviolable Friendship, yet seperated by a cruel destiny, I feel the pangs of 
absence sometimes too sensibly for my own repose” (IV,50; December 25, 
1780) or “Adieu and believe me most affectionately, most tenderly yours and 
only yours and wholly yours. A Adams” (V,409; July 30, 1784). These are 
emotional outbursts that have sexual undertones. This is as far as Abigail dared 
to go, and in the case of such intimate allusions proverbs most understandably 
have no place because of their rigid structure and “folksy” formulation.
“Nothing Venture Nothing Have”—A Castle in the Air
in Vermont 
Vacillating between a public life on the center stage and the domestic 
tranquility of rural life, the enlightened and rational Abigail was also 
perfectly capable of a Rousseauistic desire of returning to nature. To this end 
she contemplated buying land in remote Vermont in the spring of 1781, 
with “Vermont becoming a dream, a hope, for a future free from war and 
politics.”33 Already on May 1, 1780, Abigail had hinted to John: “I have a 
Castle in the air which I shall write to you upon by the next opportunity, 
either for you to laugh at and reject, or to think of if practicable” (III,335). 
The editors of the letters indicate in a footnote that it is not clear what 
Abigail might have had in mind with this proverbial castle in the air 
(III,336, note 4). But I am quite convinced that this “castle” is a reference 
to a haven in Vermont, where the couple could retire from the politics of 
Massachusetts and the federal government, to wit her letter of December 9, 
1781: “Two years my dearest Friend have passd since you left your Native 
land. Will you not return e’er the close of an other year? I will purchase you 
a retreat in the woods of Virmont and retire with you from the vexations, 
toils and hazards of publick Life. Do you not sometimes sigh for such a 
Seclusion—publick peace and domestick happiness” (IV,257). About three 
months later, on March 17, 1782, Abigail has much to say about Vermont, 
and it is here where in my opinion it becomes clear that a possible life in 
Vermont is the longed-for castle in the air for her. Here she repeats the 
proverbial expression, albeit referring to a farm close to their homestead that 
they cannot afford to buy:
Most sincerely can she [Portia=Abigail] unite with you in the wish of 
a sequestered Life, the shades of Virmont, the uncultivated Heath are 
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preferable in her mind to the servility of a [French] court. [...] I mean 
a Lot of Land of 300 acres for each of our children in the New State of 
Virmont, for which I have been very assidiously collecting all I could 
spair from taxes. [...] Land here [in Massachusetts] is so high taxed that 
people are for selling their Farms and retireing back. [...] Mr. Alleyne has 
Burried his Mother and sister. He now wishes to sell his Farm and has 
accordingly put it upon sale. It is a place I should be fond of, but know 
it must still be my castle in the air” (IV, 293,295,296)
Abigail did not know that the Alleyne farm would come up for sale when 
she used the “castle” phrase about a year earlier. Having told John about her 
desire to buy land in Vermont, her castle in the air about to become reality, 
she is now simply transferring the proverbial phrase to the Alleyne farm which 
is beyond their means. And sure enough, this strong lady purchased the land, 
writing her husband on July 18, 1782: “My favorite Virmont is a delightfull 
Grain Country. I cannot tell why, but I feel a great fondness for the prosperity 
of that State. [...] I recollected the old adage Nothing venture nothing have; 
and I took all the Lots 5 in number 4 of which I paid for, and the other 
obligated myself to discharge in a few months” (IV,345). The use of the folk 
proverb is indeed a shrewd way for Abigail to justify her purchase to John, 
who was, however, not interested in the venture as a brief statement in his 
letter of June 17, 1782, to James Warren indicates: “God willing, I will not go 
to Vermont. I must be within the scent of the sea.”34 And they didn’t go, even 
though they now owned some 1500 acres of beautiful and natural Vermont. 
John wanted and needed to be in the public sector, becoming a two-term fi rst 
Vice President and then a one-term second President of the young nation. 
And Abigail, certainly not because she was a subservient wife, moved with 
him through all three capitals, from New York to Philadelphia, and on to 
Washington. They were public servants par excellence, and their commitment 
to making a success of the United States kept them from secluding themselves 
in quiet Vermont that remained a mere castle in the air after all.
“Necessity Has No Law”—Domestic Concerns
of a Matriarch
As this Vermont venture amply shows, Abigail Adams was perfectly capable 
of handling her multifaceted domestic obligations while John was away on 
various colonial, European, and (vice)presidential missions. She “remained 
dogmatically domestic in her own self-image, her consciousness, and her 
ideology,” and despite of her interest in women’s issues, “she continued to 
believe in the primacy, the propriety, and the dignity of women’s domestic 
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role.”35 In her life and letters, Abigail tried “to balance international, 
political, and domestic concerns, but always tended toward the latter. 
Familial and personal concerns were mingled easily with discussions of 
politics, economics, and international affairs.”36 As she became ever more 
the matriarch of the growing Adams clan, she excelled in what has been 
called “kinkeeping” or “kin work,” i.e., the conscious attempt by women of 
“holding together and exercising guardianship for an extended family.”37 In 
an early letter of April 11, 1776, to her husband, busy with his legal affairs 
and revolutionary politics, Abigail described her situation and aspirations 
the best: “I hope in time to have the Reputation of being as good a Farmeress 
as my partner has of being a good Statesmen” (I,375). Some six years later, as 
she thought more seriously of crossing the Atlantic to join John in Europe, 
she wrote to John Thaxter on October 26, 1782: “I love the peacefull Rural 
Retirement and pleasures of domestick Life” (V,26). In talking about her 
role at home with her children and extended family, Abigail quite frequently 
fi nds proverbs to be the perfect traditional phrases to describe her concerns 
and tribulations. As but a few contextualized references show, proverbs 
helped her to put some common-sense wisdom into her epistles that give 
them much metaphorical vividness:
We talked of keeping Thanksgiving with you [her sister Mary Cranch 
and family], but farming and the Courts come so thick upon us, that 
we cannot bring that to bear, for next week the Superior Court sets, the 
inferiour is adjournd to the week after. So that there is no opportunity till 
the week after that, and then I hope there will not any more Mountains 
arise to hinder me. Mole hills I always Expect to fi nd, but them I can 
easily surmount. (I,54; July 15, 1766; letter to Mary Cranch)
As to applying to some of the Members of the General Court for 
Horses, I remember the old proverb, he who waits for dead mens schooes 
may go barefoot. It would only lengthen out the time, and we should be 
no better of, than before I askd. (II,105–106; August 22, 1776; letter to 
John Adams)
Necessity is the Mother of invention. There is a Manufactory of 
Molasses set up in several Towns. Green corn Storks ground and boild 
down to Molasses, tis said an acre will produce a Barrel. I have seen 
some of it, it both tastes and looks like Sugar Bakers molasses. (II,340; 
September 10, 1777; letter to John Adams)
The door opens into the Cabbin [of the ship that carried Abigail 
to Europe to join John in France] where the Gentlemen all Sleep; and 
wh[ere] we sit dine &. We can only live with our door Shut, whilst we 
dress and undress. Necessity has no law, but what should I have thought 
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on shore; to have layed myself down to sleep, in common with half 
a dozen Gentlemen? We have curtains it is true, and we only in part 
undress [...]. (V,361; July 6, 1784; letter written on board the ship to her 
sister Mary Cranch)
My Family has been so large for this year past, that we shall not 
make both ends meet, as they say. The expenses of Removing a Family, 
Furniture & was a heavy burden, and the wages of servants is very high 
here [in New York city], especially for such misirables as one is obliged to 
put up with—but I hate to complain. No one is without their diffi culties, 
whether in High, or low Life, & every person knows best where their 
own shoe pinches. (NL,43; March 21, 1790; letter to Mary Cranch)
I wrote to the Dr. [Cotton Tufts] and proposed having the outside 
of the house [at Braintree] new painted, and the Garden fence also which 
never was more than primed, but I would not put too many Irons at 
once in the fi re. (NL,166; April 26, 1798; letter to Mary Cranch) 
The lower class of whites are a grade below the Negroes in point of 
intelligence, and ten below them in point of civility [she is speaking of 
servants in the newly built White House in Washington]. I shall bear and 
forebear. (Adams Papers, November 28, 1800; letter to Cotton Tufts)38
This [White] House [in Washington] is twice as large as our meeting 
House [in Braintree]. I believe the great Hall is as Bigg. I am sure tis 
twice as long. Cut your coat according to your Cloth. But this House is 
built for ages to come. The establishment necessary is a tax which cannot 
be born by the present sallery: No body can form an Idea of it but those 
who come into it. I had much rather live in the house at Philadelphia. 
(NL,259; November 21, 1800; letter to Mary Cranch)
One really gets the feeling that Abigail and John lived in “splendid 
misery” (NL,90; May 16, 1797; letter to Mary Cranch) in the three capitals 
of the young nation, but they bore and forbore, as Abigail put it proverbially 
in one of her letters just cited. While the proverbs in the letters dealing 
with domestic matters are used to describe, explain, and deal with various 
problems, Abigail can also employ them with a certain sense of humor or 
irony, as when she comments on the newest fashion in Philadelphia in a 
letter to her sister Mary Cranch of November 15, 1799: “I have heard of 
once a Man & twice a child, and the Ladies caps are an exact copy of the 
baby caps—those which are made with drawings, and drawn with a bobbin 
to a point, a quarter and Nail deep, a lace upon the border, a bow upon the 
point, three bows behind and one before, the Hair a little drest at the side & 
a few curls upon the forehead, the cap to lie fl at upon the head” (NL,215). 
And there is also this touching paragraph in a letter to her granddaughter 
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Caroline A. Smith of February 26, 1811: “As if you love me, proverbially, 
you must love my dog, you will be glad to learn that Juno [the family dog] 
yet lives, although like her mistress she is gray with age. She appears to 
enjoy life and to be grateful for the attention paid her. She wags her tail and 
announces a visiter whenever one appears” (LA,404). Such passages show 
Abigail as a woman of practicality, common sense, wisdom, understanding, 
and compassion, and the proverbs contained in them serve her well to 
comment on all aspects of life.
“All Men Would Be Tyrants if They Could”—
“Remember the Ladies”
While Abigail might have had a bit of fun describing the fashionable caps of 
the ladies of Philadelphia, she had much more urgent concerns for women, 
especially during the early revolutionary years. In fact, as John and other 
male revolutionaries contemplated the proper form of a new American 
government, she wrote her most famous letter to him that is commonly 
referred to as the “Remember the Ladies” epistle of March 31, 1776. The 
letter deals primarily with issues of independence and the question of 
political power, quoting a Bible proverb in its second paragraph that has 
been overlooked by scholars thus far:
I have sometimes been ready to think that the passion for Liberty cannot 
be Eaquelly Strong in the Breasts of those who have been accustomed to 
deprive their fellow Creatures of theirs. Of this I am certain that it is not 
founded upon that generous and christian principal of doing to others 
as we would that others should do unto us. (I,369)
This is, albeit somewhat indirectly expressed, a strong condemnation of 
slavery in the original colonies, with Abigail and John having the distinction 
among the founding families of never having owned a slave. The proverbial 
golden rule of “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” 
(Matthew 7:12)39 was the perfect proverb to cite in this context, even though 
Abigail does not go on to argue openly against slavery. It took another six 
and a half decades until Frederick Douglass (1818–1895), himself a former 
slave turned abolitionist, made this proverb his leitmotif in 1842, arguing 
with its wisdom for the next fi fty years against slavery and for equal rights for 
African Americans and women as well, and making him one of the greatest 
champions for civil rights in the United States.40
The thought of treating other people fairly and equally as one would 
wish to be treated must have led Abigail to think of the lot and role of 
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women, causing her to make a truly remarkable statement to her husband 
who was working on new laws of independence and rights:
I long to hear that you have declared an independancy—and by the 
way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for 
you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more 
generous and favourable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such 
unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men 
would be tyrants if they could. If perticuliar care and attention is not 
paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will 
not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or 
Representation.
That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so thoroughly 
established as to admit of no dispute, but such of you as wish to be 
happy willingly give up the harsh title of Master for the more tender 
and endearing one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the power of 
the vicious and the Lawless to use us with cruelty and indignity with 
impunity. Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs which treat 
us only as the vassals of your Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed by 
providence under your protection and in immitation of the Supreem 
Being make use of that power only for our happiness. (I,370)41
A few weeks later, Abigail returned to this theme in her letter of May 7, 
1776, reproaching John that not enough consideration was being given to 
the women of the revolution:
I can not say that I think you very generous to the Ladies, for whilst you 
are proclaiming peace and good will to Men, Emancipating all Nations, 
you insist upon retaining an absolute power over Wives. But you must 
remember that Arbitary power is like most other things which are very 
hard, very liable to be broken—and notwithstanding all your wise Laws 
and Maxims we have it in our power not only to free ourselves but to 
subdue our Masters, and without voilence throw both your natural at 
legal authority at our feet. (I,402)
Rebellious as these statements sound, it must be remembered that 
Abigail voiced them primarily in the privacy of her letters. She cannot be 
considered a feminist revolutionary in the modern sense, and “these bold 
paragraphs were not a declaration of the principle of sexual equality for 
which nineteenth- and twentieth-century feminists would contend. Abigail 
Adams did not call for a revolution in the roles of men and women. She 
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hoped rather for a legal system under which women could fi nd maximum 
fulfi llment in their ascribed roles as wives and mothers, as domestic beings 
deferential to, but not abused by, fathers and husbands.”42 Abigail expressed 
all of this quite clearly in a much later letter of June 5, 1809, to her sister 
Elizabeth Shaw that illustrates her basic social conservatism: “I consider it 
as an indispensable requisite, that every American wife should herself know 
how to order and regulate her family; how to govern her domestics, and 
train up her children. For this purpose, the all-wise Creator made woman an 
help-meet [mate] for man, and she who fails in these duties does not answer 
the end of her creation” (LA,402).
Nevertheless, all of these comments show the strength and resolve of 
Abigail Adams in a world governed by men. The unfortunately too often 
true phrase that “All men would be tyrants if they could” is, however, not 
original with her. Even though she does not place quotation marks around 
it, she might well be quoting the second line of Daniel Defoe’s (1660–1731) 
couplet “Nature has left this tincture in the blood, / That all men would 
be tyrants if they could” from his Kentish Petition (1712).43 But she might 
also have recalled the fact that John had used this quotation about a year 
before their marriage in 1763 as the title for an essay on man’s lust for 
power.44 But be that as it may, it is Abigail’s use of this apparent truth that 
has become proverbial today, especially in feminist circles. Since 1980 it 
has been entered under her name in editions of John Bartlett’s Familiar 
Quotations,45 and as part of Abigail’s rallying cry “Remember the Ladies”46
it is approaching proverbial status in a world where modern women fi ght 
valiantly against male supremacy in all social, political, and economic 
spheres. Clearly Abigail did not only infl uence her well-meaning husband 
with her astonishing gender awareness. Her bold statement lives on and still 
has an impact on the continuous fi ght against the proverbial truth that “All 
men would be tyrants if they could.”
“Righteousness Exalteth a Nation”—Biblical Morality
Abigail might not have been successful with John as an early feminist, but she 
certainly had much infl uence on him ethically. Being a minister’s daughter, she 
often used Bible proverbs to give her husband moral support and advice. She 
did the same with their children, relatives, and friends, citing biblical wisdom 
to add authority to her explanatory comments. There was no need for her to 
identify these sayings as stemming from the Bible, although references to “the 
best Authority” or “the greatest Authority” are, of course, indirect allusions to 
the Bible. Her Puritan compatriots were for the most part equally well versed 
in this wisdom literature, and the frequent use of Bible proverbs had turned 
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them into anonymous folk proverbs in any case.47 For Abigail “religion [...] 
was most important in providing a set of moral standards for behavior and a 
source of hope in troubled times,”48 and as the following epistolary passages 
show, Bible proverbs represented readymade phrases to be used to support 
arguments, give advice, and express resolve and hope:
The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong [Ecclesiastes 
9:11], but the God of Israel is he that giveth strength and power unto 
his people. Trust in him at all times, ye people pour out your hearts 
before him. God is a refuge for us. (I,222; June 18, 1775; letter to John 
Adams)
But alass our virtues are not of the fi rst Magnitude; we are told by 
the best Authority that the Love of Money is the Root of all Evil [1. 
Timothy 6:10], we want a Solon and Licurgus to restrain the ruling 
passion of the present day. (III,6; April 9, 1778; letter to John Thaxter)
Yet there is envy and jealousy suffi cient in the world to seek to lessen 
a character however benefi cial to the Country or useful to the State. Nor 
are these passions Local. They are the Low, Mean and Sordid inhabitants 
of all countries and climates, an Instance of which I can give you, with 
regard to Mr. Adams. [...] A prophet is not without honour save in his 
own country [Matthew 13:57]. (III,298; March 13, 1789; letter to 
Elbridge Gerry)49
The two most important Lessons in life for a young person to 
acquire, is a knowledge of themselves, and of the connections they form. 
As the latter determines and establishes the character, too much attention 
cannot be paid to this important matter. Who can touch pitch and not 
be defi led? [Ecclesiasticus 13:1]. Tho Merrit alone seldom obtains the 
distinction that is its due, yet when united with a knowledge of the 
world and those Graces which happily for Mr. Warren he has not now 
to acquire, they will not fail obtaining favour with every character whose 
acquaintance he would be ambitious to cultivate. (III,353; May 19, 
1780; letter to Winslow Warren)
Yet such is the unhappy lot of our native land, too, too many of 
our chief Actors have been and are unprincipled wretches, or we could 
not have suffered as we have done. It is Righteousness, not Iniquity, 
that exalteth a Nation [Proverbs 14:34]. There are so many and so loud 
complaints against some persons in offi ce that I am apt to think neither 
age nor Fame will screen them. (IV,2; October 8, 1780; letter to John 
Adams)
Heaven has yet in store for you some sweet female companion to 
smooth the Rugged road of Life, and sweeten the bitter cup—indeed 
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you shall not live single. The greatest Authority pronounced that it was 
not good for Man to be alone [Genesis 2:18]. (V,149; April 29, 1783; 
letter to John Thaxter)
It ought to be a warning to every man not to contract habits of 
sloth, and inaction, to consider that no Man liveth for himself [Romans 
14:7]. (NL,249; May 3, 1800; letter to Mary Cranch)
This letter is written in confi dence. Faithful are the wounds of a 
friend [Proverbs 27:6]. Often have I wished to have seen a different 
course pursued by you. I bear no malice. I cherish no enmity. I would not 
retaliate if it was in my power; nay more, in the true spirit of Christian 
charity, I would forgive as I hope to be forgiven. (LA,393–394; July 1, 
1804; letter to Thomas Jefferson)
The cited Bible proverbs do not so much refer to a mystical faith, but 
rather they function as pragmatic statements to refl ect upon and to deal 
with everyday occurrences, problems, and challenges. The advice given by 
Abigail is always meant well, as can be seen by one fi nal example of an 
internationally disseminated proverb in an early letter of October 6, 1766, 
to Mary Cranch. It is not a Bible proverb, and it advocates nothing more 
than pure pragmatism in its epistolary context: 
Methinks your Salem acquaintance have a very odd kind of politeness. 
By what I have heard of them, they have well learnd the lesson of Iago, 
to Rodorigo, “put money in thy purse.” It is the Character of the whole 
people I fi nd, get what you can, and keep what you have got. My advice 
to you is among the Romans, do as the romans do. This is a selfi sh world 
you know. Interest governs it, there are but a very few, who are moved 
by any other Spring. They are Generous, Benevolent and Friendly when 
it is for their interest, when any thing is to be got by it, but touch that 
tender part, their Interest, and you will immediately fi nd the reverse, the 
greater half [of ] the World are mere Janases. (I,55–56)
These proverbial passages show Abigail as a careful observer of social 
behavior who takes much interest in the world around her. Her insights 
into human nature are invaluable, and the same is true for her sociopolitical 
thoughts that she was ever willing to share with her politician husband.
“The Die Is Cast”—Political Strategies
Abigail Adams was thirty years old when the political situation in the colonies 
became increasingly tense and an uprising against the British appeared 
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unavoidable. Abigail was part of the revolutionary spirit, writing to her 
husband on September 22, 1774: “I will not despair, but will believe that 
our cause being good we shall fi nally prevail. The Maxim in time of peace 
prepair for war, (if this may be call’d a time of peace) resounds throughout 
the Country. Next tuesday they are warned at Braintree all above 15 and 
under 60 to attend with their arms, and to train once a fortnight from that 
time, is a Scheme which lays much at heart with many” (I,161). And then, 
four and a half months later on February 3, 1774, Abigail begins a letter to 
her friend Mercy Otis Warren with a proverb and a powerful paragraph that 
express the unavoidability of the revolution:
The die is cast. Yesterday brought such a Speach from the Throne as will 
stain with everlasting infamy the reign of G[e]orge the 3 determined 
to carry into Execution “the acts passd by the late parliment, and to 
Mantain the authority of the Legislature over all his dominions.” The 
reply of the house of commons and the house of Lords shew us the most 
wicked and hostile measures will be pursued against us—even without 
giving us an opportunity to be heard in our defence. Infatuated Brittain! 
poor distressed America. Heaven only knows what is next to take place 
but it seems to me the Sword is now our only, yet dreadful alternative, 
and the fate of Rome will be renued in Brittain. (I,183)
Abigail did well in choosing the classical proverb “The die is cast” to 
refer to the inescapableness of war with Britain, just as Julius Caesar had 
used it on crossing the Rubicon after coming from Gaul and advancing 
into Italy against Pompey (49 B.C.) and as Winston S. Churchill would 
employ it repeatedly in his struggle against Nazi Germany.50 She repeated 
the proverb in her letter of August 15, 1785, to her sister Mary Cranch to 
signal her acceptance of a family matter: “[...], but the die is cast” (VI,277). 
And when George Washington in September of 1796 announced that he 
would not accept a third term as President, she used it again in a letter to her 
son Thomas Boylston Adams of September 25, 1796: “The die is cast! All 
America is or ought to be in mourning.”51 Of course, this also meant that 
John would most likely become the second president of the country.
As the revolutionary skirmishes with the British increased in 1775, 
Abigail tells John that the men of Braintree do not “[...] tremble at the 
frowns of power.” Slightly varying the proverb “Danger makes men bold,” 
she touchingly describes how even a quiet physician plays his part: “Our good 
Friend the Doctor is in a very misirable state of Health, has the jaundice to 
a very great degree, is a mere Skelliton and hardly able to ride from his own 
house to my fathers. Danger you know sometimes makes timid men bold. 
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He stood that day very well, and generously attended with drink, Bisquit, 
fl ints &. 5 hundred men without taking any pay” (I,225; June 22, 1775). 
Two weeks later she employs the proverb again to assure John that she is 
doing fi ne and that she has plenty of courage to carry on the fi ght: “I would 
not have you be distressed about me. Danger they say makes people valient. 
Hitherto I have been distress’d, but not dismayed. I have felt for my Country 
and her Sons, I have bled with them, and for them” (I,239; July 5, 1775). 
Here Abigail relies on a proverb to deal with a dangerous situation, taking 
solace in the traditional wisdom that she too can muster up the strength and 
courage to be a responsible part of the revolution. And when things don’t go 
so well, she is quick to remind John proverbially that “Rome was not Built 
in a day” (II,47; July 13, 1776), that “Experienced Birds are not to be caught 
with chaff ” (II,172; March 8, 1777), and that “Affl iction is the good mans 
shining time” (III,371; July 5, 1780), thus keeping up her resolve that the 
insurgents will prevail and build an independent America in due time.
Clearly Abigail could count on John’s recognition and appreciation 
of her proverbial statements and allusions. As quite the proverbial stylist 
himself, he must have enjoyed her description of an upcoming election 
in Massachusetts in which she prophecies the eventual demise of a bad 
politician by a mere hint at the proverb “Give a man rope enough and he 
will hang himself ”:
This is a Great and important day in the political System of this State. 
Mr. Bowdoin has merrit and integrity, all the judicious people will vote 
for him, but popular Clamour will elect an other [John Hancock], who 
ought to forfeit every vote, by the low mean Arts he has taken to procure 
them. I could tell you many, if prudence did not restrain me, yet nothing 
that would surprize you, for you know every Avenu of his vain Heart. 
Give an extensive cord, and you know the adage. (III,406; September 
3, 1780)
Little wonder that two weeks later Abigail wrote to her friend James 
Lovell on September 17, 1780: “O my dear Sir I am Sick[,] Sick of politicks. 
How can you exist so long in the midst of them? There is such mad ambition, 
such unbounded avarice, such insufferable vanity, such wicked peculation of 
publick property. Yet Hosana to these wretches” (III,415).
And yet, Abigail could not and surely also did not want to stay out of 
politics, defending, advising, and supporting her husband in all of his trials 
as he rose ever more towards national prominence. As she expressed her 
views in letter after letter to John and others, proverbs served her well to 
underscore her points, adding traditional wisdom to her revealing missives:
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Time was you know Sir, when an amicable treaty might have been 
made with England very favourable to America, and you know to what 
intrigues it was oweing that the Commercial powers were taken from 
the person in whom they were fi rst invested [Abigail is referring to 
Congress’ decision, in July 1781, to revoke John’s sole power to negotiate 
a commercial treaty with England]; but Time past, can not be recalled, 
as our Country Men now feel, and as was then predicted. (VI,77–78; 
March 8, 1785; letter to Cotton Tufts)
Mr. [Oliver] Wolcott [John’s Secretary of the Treasury] seemd 
anxious at the Idea of the Presidents going so far from the Seat of 
Government [to his home in Braintree] at so critical a period. I know he 
will not leave here [Philadelphia] for any time if the Ministers think his 
presence necessary. We may truly say, we know not what a day will bring 
forth. From every side we are in Danger. We are in perils by Land, and 
we are in perils by sea, and in perils from false Breathern [with Wolcott 
being one of them, conspiring with Alexander Hamilton against John 
Adams]. (NL,101; July 6, 1797; letter to Mary Cranch)
The President [John Adams] has said, and he still says, he will 
appoint to offi ce merit, virtue & Talents, and when Jacobins possess these, 
they stand a chance, but it will ever be an additional recommendation 
that they are friends to order and Government. [...] But the Ethiopen 
[sic] [Abigail speaks of the conspiring Tench Coxe, whom Adams had 
not appointed as Secretary of the Treasury after Alexander Hamilton 
resigned, placing Oliver Wolcott in the position instead] could not 
Change his Skin, and the Spots of the Leopard have been constantly 
visible, tho sometimes shaded [Jeremiah 13:23]. (NL,127; February 1, 
1798; letter to Mary Cranch)52
This is reminiscent of modern politics as well, and Abigail’s warning 
“Hear before you blame, is a good maxim” (NL,178, May 21, 1798; letter 
to Mary Cranch) would be a fi tting proverb to recall in today’s political 
acrimony. This is also true for her proverbial observation that “On such 
occasions as the present, every hand should be put to the plough” (Nl,178) 
in the same letter, and every politician would certainly want to keep in mind 
what Abigail wrote to their son Thomas Boylston on November 13, 1800, 
after his father had been defeated in his attempt at a second presidential 
term by Thomas Jefferson: “The triumph of the Jacobins is immoderate, 
and the Federalists deserve it. It is an old and just proverb, ‘Never halloo 
until you are out of the woods’“ (LA,381; November 13, 1800). And how 
touching her philosophical view regarding John’s defeat and the change that 
will bring for them in the same letter: 
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The consequence to us, personally, is, that we retire from public life. For 
myself and family, I have few regrets. At my age, and with my bodily 
infi rmities, I shall be happier at Quincy [formerly Braintree]. Neither 
my habits, nor my education or inclinations have led me to an expensive 
style of living, so that on that score I have little to mourn over. If I did 
not rise with dignity, I can at least fall with ease, which is the more 
diffi cult task. I wish your father’s circumstances were not so limited and 
circumscribed, as they must be, because he cannot indulge himself in 
those improvements upon his farm, which his inclination leads him to, 
and which would serve to amuse him, and contribute to his health. I feel 
not any resentment against those who are coming into power, and only 
wish the future administration of the government may be as productive 
of the peace, happiness, and prosperity of the nation, as the two former 
ones have been. I leave to time the unfolding of the drama. I leave to 
posterity to refl ect upon the times past; and I leave them characters to 
contemplate. (LA,380)
Such self-analytical philosophical thoughts are, perhaps, not in need of 
proverbs, but when Abigail refl ects on human nature in general, she often 
cites the traditional wisdom of Bible and folk proverbs to underscore her 
general observations.
“The Great Fish Swallow Up the Small”—Refl ections on 
Human Nature
Throughout her massive correspondence, Abigail shows herself as a socio-
psychological analyst, refl ecting on common traits of human nature.53 When 
one considers that proverbs are in fact generalized truths of the human 
condition that have been appropriately defi ned as “monumenta humana,”54
it is not surprising that the more philosophical passages of Abigail’s epistles 
abound with proverbs from the Bible or traditional folk proverbs. Thus she 
turned to the Bible proverb “Love thy neighbor as thyself ” (Leviticus 19:18; 
Matthew 19:19) to refl ect upon the ambivalent value of human ambition 
that in its negative effects has factionalized the country and has undermined 
the moral values of its people:
The passion of Ambition when it centers in an honest mind possess’d 
of great Abilities may and often has done imminent Service to the 
World. There are but few minds if any wholy destitute of it and tho 
in itself it is Laudible yet there is nothing in Nature so amiable but the 
passions and intrest of Men will pervert to very base purposes. When I 
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consider the Spirit which at present prevails throughout this continent 
I really detest that restless ambition of those artfull and designing men 
which has thus broken this people into factions—and I every day see 
more and more cause to deprecate the growing Evil. This party Spirit 
ruins good Neighbourhood, eradicates all the Seeds of good nature and 
humanity—it sours the temper and has a fatal tendancy upon the Morals 
and understanding and is contrary to that precept of christianity thou 
shallt Love thy Neighbour as thy self. (I,98; February 27, 1774; letter to 
Mercy Otis Warren)
About six years later, Abigail refers to this proverb again in one of the 
many letters of advice to her son John Quincy, reminding him that “The 
only sure and permanant foundation of virtue is Religion. Let this important 
truth be engraven upon your Heart [...]. Man is bound to the performance of 
certain duties which all tend to the happiness and welfare of Society and are 
comprised in one short sentance expressive of universal Benevolence, ‘Thou 
shalt Love thy Neighbour as thyself ’” (III,310–311; March 20, 1780). But 
again, when Abigail speaks of religion, she has in mind not merely faith but 
above all the moral code of Christianity, i.e., the Puritan ethic with which 
she grew up in the parsonage of her parents.
Turning to more worldly matters, it is her letter to John of November 
27, 1775, that contains one of her most powerful statements about human 
nature written at the time of American revolutionary reactions against the 
British abuse of power. The proverb “Big fi sh eat little fi sh” has served to 
describe human power struggles since classical times,55 and it most assuredly 
is also a befi tting metaphor for eighteenth-century politics, showing that 
human nature in the Age of Reason and Enlightenment has barely evolved 
from that of the fi sh world:
I am more and more convinced that Man is a dangerous creature, and 
that power whether vested in many or a few is ever grasping, and like the 
grave cries give, give. The great fi sh swallow up the small, and he who is 
most strenuous for the Rights of the people, when vested with power, is 
as eager after the perogatives of Government. You tell me of degrees of 
perfection to which Humane Nature is capable of arriving, and I believe 
it, but at the same time lament that our admiration should arise from the 
scarcity of the instances. (I,329)
This is a devastating indictment of humanity bordering on a fatalistic 
worldview regarding the corruptness of power and government. Not even 
a year later in another letter to John of August 29, 1776, Abigail cites the 
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proverb “Man is the only animal who is hungry with His Belly full” (II,113) 
as describing “Humane Nature,” but she is quick to state more positively 
and more befi tting her resolute nature of struggling for success that “Pure 
and disintrested Virtue must ever be its own reward” II,113).
Abigail and John Adams certainly tried to live by the proverb that “Virtue 
is its own reward,” while adding a bit of positive ambition to it. They believed 
in the Puritan ethic and, proverbially speaking, that “Experience is the mother 
of wisdom” and that “Great necessities call out great virtues,” as can be seen 
from yet another letter by mother Adams to her son John Quincy:
These are times in which a Genious would wish to live. It is not in the 
still calm of life, or the repose of a pacifi c station, that great characters 
are formed. Would Cicero have shone so distinguished an orator, if he 
had not been roused, kindled and enfl amed by the Tyranny of Catiline, 
Millo [Abigail is mistaken here, since Cicero was n ardent supporter of 
Millo], Verres and Mark Anthony. The Habits of a vigorous mind are 
formed in contending with diffi culties. All History will convince you of 
this, and that wisdom and penetration are the fruits of experience, not 
the Lessons of retirement and leisure.
Great necessities call out great virtues. When a mind is raised, and 
animated by scenes that engage the Heart, then those qualities which 
would otherways lay dormant, wake into Life, and form the Character 
of the Hero and the Statesman. (III,268; January 19, 1780)
This wisdom is sent to a boy of merely thirteen who accompanied his 
father to Europe at that young age. As Abigail penned these well-intended 
comments, she must have had her husband John in front of her eyes as her 
hero and aspiring statesman. Little did she know that their son John Quincy 
would become that well educated “genius” who rose to the presidency in 
1825. All of this is summarized to a degree in a letter from Abigail to her 
sister Elizabeth Shaw that alludes to the proverb “Example is better than 
precept”:
The longer I live in the world, and the more I see of mankind, the 
more deeply I am impressed with the importance and necessity of good 
principles and virtuous examples being placed before youth, in the most 
amiable and engaging manner, whilst the mind is uncontaminated, and 
open to impressions. Yet precept without example is of little avail, for 
habits of the mind are produced by the exertion of inward practical 
principles. The “soul’s calm sunshine” can result only from the practice 
of virtue, which is congenial to our natures. (LA,278; March 4, 1786)
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Mere words in the form of precepts, maxims or proverbs as well as 
the best education that people could attain are simply not enough if that 
wisdom is not followed by responsible and virtuous deeds. Abigail knew 
well of what she spoke, having been responsible for the education of their 
four children Abigail (Nabby), John Quincy, Charles, and Thomas Boylston 
(another daughter, Susanna, died at the age of two), before the boys went 
off to Harvard. Of course, she kept instructing and educating them with 
her letters throughout her life.
“Hope Springs Eternal in the Human Breast”—
Forever Optimism
As matriarch of the Adams family, Abigail cared deeply for her children, 
loved and supported her husband, and was forever involved in the extended 
family, but she also never lost sight of the well being and future of the 
United States that she in her own way helped to establish. At the time of the 
war of 1812, she wrote thoughts to her friend Mercy Otis Warren that are 
of universal application long beyond their inception:
So long as we are inhabitants of this earth and possess any of our facul-
ties, we cannot be indifferent to the state of our country, our posterity 
and our friends. [...] We have passed through one revolution and have 
happily arrived at the goal, but the ambition, injustice and plunder of 
foreign powers have again involved us in war, the termination of which 
is not given us to see. [...]
If I give an opinion with respect to the conduct of our native State 
[of Massachusetts], I cannot do it with approbation. She has had much to 
complain of as it respected a refusal of naval protection, yet that cannot 
justify her in paralyzing the arm of government when raised for her 
defence and that of the nation. A house divided against itself—and upon 
that foundation do our enemies build their hopes of subdoing us. May it 
prove a sandy one to them. (LA,412–413; December 30, 1812)
There was no need for Abigail to cite the Bible proverb “A house divided 
against itself cannot stand” (Mark 3:25) in its entirety. Her friend and her 
contemporaries knew it only too well, and so did Abraham Lincoln when he 
utilized it as an authoritative leitmotif before the Civil War in his arguments 
for maintaining the Union at all costs.56 The proverb has been used on the 
political scene repeatedly since these earlier occurrences, always with the 
intent of placing national unity above the interests of individual states, certain 
groups of people, and policies or actions that might tear the nation apart.
88 Proverbs Are the Best Policy
As a strong Federalist and social conservative, Abigail had the interest of 
the entire country in mind when she acted as an adviser to her husband. She 
explained this conviction through yet another Bible proverb to Mercy Otis 
Warren, clearly stating that faith in the American government and society 
will overcome major obstacles in due time:
I shall [...] turn my attention to my own country, which, though not 
terrifi ed with the prospect of a profl igate prince to govern it, appears to 
be in an untranquillized state, embarrassed in its fi nances, distressed in 
its commerce, and unbalanced in its governments. But I have faith that 
will remove mountains [Matthew 17:20]; and, as distress and diffi culties 
in private life are frequently spurs to diligence, so have we seen public 
industry excited in the same manner. (LA,324; May 14, 1787)
It is interesting to note that Abigail appropriates the religious proverb 
“Faith will move mountains” by relating it not so much to faith in God 
but to faith in her own abilities. This calls into memory her most beloved 
proverb “God helps them who help themselves” that also emphasizes 
the fact that people have to work on their own fate. But there is a third 
element to the equation of faith in one’s own abilities and the resolve 
to action, and that is hope in the future that appears to be a defi nite 
part of the American worldview.57 As a great admirer of Alexander Pope 
(1688–1744), Abigail turned to a quotation from his famous Essay on 
Man (1733) to fi nd the proper wording, namely “Hope springs eternal in 
the human breast.”58 This quotation has long since turned proverb, and 
by today it is often cited in the truncated form of “Hope springs eternal” 
without any reference to Pope. In any case, Abigail cites it once as a proverb 
without any quotation marks or reference to Pope in a letter of June 20, 
1784, as a personal explanation for having reached the decision to cross 
the Atlantic in order to end the long separation from her husband: “I am 
going to embark very soon upon the mighty waters. Never did I think I 
could have been pursuaded to such an undertaking unaccompanied with 
Husband son or some near connection, but thus it is. Hope that springs 
Eternal in the Humane Breast, I pray may in some early day realize to me 
the promised blessing” (V,350; June 20, 1784; letter to Elizabeth Ellery 
Dana). In a second employment of this encouraging piece of wisdom, 
Abigail is hoping to see her sister Mary Cranch again soon, especially since 
she has been experiencing a rather troublesome period in her life:
My mind is not in the most cheerful state. Trials of various kinds seem 
to be reserved for our gray Hairs, for our declining years. Shall I receive 
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good and not evil? I will not forget the blessings which sweeten Life. 
One of those is the prospect I have before me of meeting my dear sister 
soon, I hope in health and spirits. A strong immagination is said to be 
a refuge from sorrow, and a kindly solace for a feeling Heart. Upon this 
principle it was that Pope founded his observation, that “hope springs 
eternal in the human breast.” (NL,253; May 26, 1800)
Whatever troubled Abigail, be they family matters or political issues, 
she always mustered up enough faith, resolve, and hope to carry on as one 
of the truly remarkable women of the American Revolution and the fi rst 
few decades of the new American nation. The three proverbs “Faith will 
remove mountains,” “God helps them who help themselves,” and “Hope 
springs eternal (in the human breast)” encapsulate the life, action, and 
worldview of this great matriarch. Faith, resolve, and hope served her well 
as she dedicated herself with love and commitment to her husband, family, 
and country, making her a proverbial prima inter pares in the distinguished 
group of founding fathers of the United States. Her vast correspondence 
and several biographies about her tell the intriguing and touching story of 
this great American woman, whose words and deeds were to a considerable 
degree informed by the wisdom of proverbs.
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“A House Divided Against Itself Cannot Stand”
From Biblical Proverb to Abraham Lincoln and Beyond
Biblical proverbs have permeated vernacular languages throughout the 
world, and the masterfully translated King James Bible helped to spread 
ancient wisdom literature in the form of new English proverbs with much 
vigor and success. One of these proverbs appears in three slightly altered 
variants in three of the gospels of the New Testament, thereby literally 
assuring its spread through the English-speaking world. Matthew records 
Jesus as having stated that “Every kingdom divided against itself is brought 
to desolation; and every city or house divided against itself shall not stand” 
(Matthew 12:25), while Mark has Jesus make the same statement in a 
somewhat simpler way as “And if a kingdom be divided against itself, that 
kingdom cannot stand. And if a house be divided against itself, that house 
cannot stand” (Mark 3:24–25). Luke, fi nally, has the more complex variant 
“Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation; and a house 
divided against a house falleth” (Luke 11:17). Since Mark’s statement is the 
closest to the way it was cited by Americans before Lincoln and by him as 
well, it is stated here in its biblical context (Mark 3:22–27). As can be seen, 
it is a passage where Jesus talks about the evil powers of the devil, which in 
the 1850s could be equated with the devilish aspects of slavery:
22 And the scribes which came from Jerusalem said, He [Jesus] hath 
Beelzebub, and by the prince of the devils casteth he out the devils.
23 And he called them unto him, and said unto them in parables, 
How can Satan cast out Satan?
24 And if a kingdom be divided against itself, that kingdom cannot 
stand.
25 And if a house be divided against itself, that house cannot stand.
26 And if Satan rise up against himself, and be divided, he cannot 
stand, but hath an end.
27 No man can enter into a strong man’s house, and spoil his goods, 
except he will fi rst bind the strong man; and then he will spoil his house.
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Not surprisingly, proverb collections and notably those referring to 
American usage tend to list both variants or merely the “house” variant, 
where the more domestic image can refer to the home as well as to the 
government in general. In these variants it is the house as such that will fall 
if it is not kept in familial, organizational or governmental order.1 By the 
time references of the proverb appear in the early American colonies, the 
preferred choice is, with very few exceptions, the “house” variant.2 But still, 
the fact that this second half of the longer biblical passage is indeed wisdom 
from the Scriptures is for the most part stated directly or certainly assumed 
to be recognizable as such by people who knew their Bible. By the turn of 
the 18th century the standard short form of the biblical proverb turned 
folk proverb has become “A house divided against itself cannot stand” in 
the North American colonies. As time progressed, the proverb’s religious 
connotations faded until it became a secularized piece of wisdom to be 
employed frequently in various and very different contexts.
Pre-Lincoln Use of the Proverb
The earliest American reference to the proverb is contained in a journal 
from the year 1704 in which Thomas Chalkley describes the worries of his 
mother after an attack by Indians on a Quaker settlement in New England 
put the peaceful coexistence of the native population and new settlers into 
question: “My mother would often say, ‘A house divided could not stand;’ 
and she could not tell what to do, although she had most peace in staying, yet 
she had thoughts of moving.”3 Clearly the use of the proverb in this context 
refers primarily to social issues, and that is also the case in a fascinating 
broadsheet from after 1765 entitled “Poetical Thoughts on the Diffi culties 
Our Fore-Fathers Endured in Planting Religious and Civil Liberty in this 
Western World” that included the following two didactic quatrains:
So long as we are disagreed,
The house divided cannot stand,
So let us take all care with speed,
To dwell in love with heart and hand.
That we might share among the rest,
Those towns that’s in America,
From North to South, from East to West
Our homage to our God we’ll pay.4
It is important to note here that while the proverb might also refer to 
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religious division, it is used with equal effectiveness to bemoan basic human, 
social, and political disunity. It was Thomas Paine, with his remarkable 
essay on Common Sense; Addressed to the Inhabitants of America (1776), who 
launched the biblical proverb into becoming a commonplace of sorts in 
political discourse. Right in the fi rst section “On the Origin and Design of 
Government in General, with Concise Remarks on the English Constitution” 
he uses the proverb to describe the English form of government as one that 
could not work in America:
Some writers have explained the English constitution thus: the king, say 
they, is one, the people another; the peers are a house in behalf of the king, 
the commons in behalf of the people; but this hath all the distinctions of 
a house divided against itself; and though the expressions be pleasantly 
arranged, yet when examined they appear idle and ambiguous.5
Even though Paine does not cite the complete text of the proverb, he is 
well aware of the fact that his readers will understand the indirect implication 
that this form of government could not possibly exist in America.
By 1787, a fascinating “Address to all Federalists” by one Curtius 
appeared in the fi rst volume of The American Museum. The author argues 
vigorously for unity among all factions in the newly proclaimed country, 
and the fi nal paragraph foreshadows in many ways the words that Abraham 
Lincoln will utter some seventy years later:
Let us, then, be of one heart, and one mind. Let us seize the golden 
opportunity to secure a stable government, and to become a respectable 
nation. Let us be open, decided, and resolute, in a good cause. A 
HOUSE DIVIDED AGAINST ITSELF CANNOT STAND. Our 
national existence depends as much as ever upon our union: and 
ITS CONSOLIDATION MOST ASSUREDLY INVOLVES OUR 
PROSPERITY, FELICITY, AND SAFETY.6
Politicians of this era found the proverbial metaphor of the “house 
divided” extremely useful for the purpose of political argumentation and 
persuasion. Its biblical character endowed it with moral and didactic 
overtones, and the argument for unifi ed strength was splendidly enhanced 
by the opposite image of a house or government crumbling.
By the time of the War of 1812, Abigail Adams uses the proverb in its 
political sense in a letter of December 30, 1812, to Mrs. Mercy Warren. She 
is clearly worried about the state of the union at this troubled time, and the 
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proverb comes to her mind as a unifying slogan, as it will be employed later 
by Lincoln and other public fi gures to the present day:
We cannot be indifferent to the state of our country, our posterity, and 
our friends. [...] We have passed through one revolution, and happily 
arrived at the goal; but the ambition, injustice, and plunder of foreign 
powers have again involved us in war, the termination of which is not 
given us to see. [...] Yet I hear from our pulpits, and read from our presses, 
that it is an unjust, a wicked, a ruinous, and unnecessary war. [...]
A house divided against itself, and upon that foundation do our 
enemies build their hopes of subduing us. May it prove a sandy one to 
them!7
The integration of merely the partially cited proverb is a stylistic 
masterpiece! Abigail Adams refuses to cite its pessimistic conclusion, since 
she does not want to agree with the country’s enemies that the United 
States is plagued by disunity. These false conclusions of a crumbling house 
are then ironically linked with the allusion to the proverbial expression of 
“to build on sand.” The misconceptions of the enemies that the United 
States might be a house divided are thus, she hopes, built on a sandy 
foundation, i.e., they are indeed false and will be proven wrong by her 
victorious country.
By the year 1822, the proverb is for the fi rst time brought up in 
connection with the issue of slavery, quite indirectly still, but certainly 
foreshadowing the big slave issues of the middle of the 19th century:
Ragamuffi ns vote as well as men of property; and to make the best of it, 
they are governed by slaves and negroes: for the people to the southward, 
have votes according to the number of their slaves. We expect to hear 
shortly of blackamoor senators and governors. [...]: the house that is 
divided against itself cannot stand [...]: they will soon separate.8
This pronouncement is certainly an early hint at a possible separation of 
the South with its slaves from a Union that is regarded to be anything but 
perfect.
While in England the dramatist John Thomas Haines could write A
House Divided (1836) as a farcical comedy in two acts with an obvious 
allusion to the biblical proverb in its title,9 the proverb was in much more 
serious and repeated use by a president of the United States. In fact, Andrew 
Jackson employed it at least seven times in his published writings, but he 
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clearly used this favorite expression of his on many more occasions. For 
example, on November 28, 1830, Jackson complains bitterly to Mrs. 
Andrew J. Donelson about intrigues and dishonesty around him. He starts 
the following paragraph with a well-known proverb about friendship and 
concludes it with a direct quotation of the “House divided” proverb:
I have suffered much and may suffer much more in feeling, but never 
can I separate from my friend without cause. What a wretch he must be 
who can. “A friend in need is a friend indeed,” and he who can forsake 
his friend in distress [...] will get into diffi culties, from which danger of 
disgrace may arise. “A House divided cannot stand.”10
For the most part, the proverb becomes a leitmotif of sorts in the letters 
of Andrew Jackson. He uses it not so much as a political argument for 
national policy, but rather as a biblical saying to warn against strife among 
friends and family members. The proverb thus never takes on the crucial 
meaning that it occupies in Abraham Lincoln’s political life, and its use is 
also not yet connected with the thought of the nation splitting apart over 
the slavery issue.
Sam Houston, Daniel Webster, and Edmund Quincy
By the 1850s the schism between North and South and the divergence of 
opinions over slavery are beginning to tear the Union apart. It is at this 
time that the biblical proverb is starting to play a noticeable role in this 
struggle, and while it does not completely lose its religious connotations, 
the proverb clearly becomes a secularized slogan to give moral and political 
expression to a heart-wrenching struggle. Three powerful and telling uses of 
the proverb in the early 1850s stand out, and they are part of some of the 
most signifi cant speeches ever delivered on this issue.
The fi rst reference is to be found in an impassioned speech which Senator 
Sam Houston from Texas delivered on February 8, 1850, in the Senate. His 
colleague Senator Henry Clay from Kentucky had placed a resolution before 
the legislators which became known as the Compromise of 1850. Under 
this compromise, California was admitted as a free state, i.e., free of slavery, 
to the United States, while some new territories were allowed to decide for 
themselves whether they would open up to slavery or not. The debates over 
this compromise were fi erce indeed, and the fear of destroying the Union 
loomed everywhere. Houston closed his lengthy speech with a strong call 
for maintaining the Union, not at all that different from Abraham Lincoln’s 
later plea:
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I beseech those whose piety will permit them reverentially to petition, 
that they will pray for the Union, and ask that He who buildeth up 
and pulleth down nations will, in mercy, preserve and unite us. For a 
nation divided against itself cannot stand. I wish, if this Union must 
be dissolved, that its ruins may be the monument of my grave, and the 
graves of my family. I wish no epitaph to be written to tell that I survived 
the ruin of this glorious Union.11
With great oratorical skill Houston altered the biblical proverb under 
discussion to “A nation divided against itself cannot stand,” a poignant 
reformulation of the proverb which interestingly enough was never employed 
by Lincoln. It might, of course, also be possible that Houston had the biblical 
passage “And if a kingdom be divided against itself, that kingdom cannot 
stand” (Mark 3:24) in mind when he formulated his statement. 
It is a known fact that Abraham Lincoln was a great admirer of Daniel 
Webster, who as Senator of Massachusetts was known as one of the greatest 
orators of the time. On May 22, 1851, in Buffalo, with the divisive problem 
of slavery growing ever more heated, Webster spoke out against slavery and 
for the Union and its Constitution, drawing on the biblical proverb to warn 
people of the danger of destroying the nation:
There is but one question in this country now; or, if there be others, they 
are but secondary, [...] can we preserve the union of these States, by such 
administration of the powers of the Constitution [...]. If a house be divided 
against itself, it will fall, and crush every body in it. We must see that we 
maintain the government which is over us. We must see that we uphold 
the Constitution, and we must do so without regard to party. [...]
It is obvious to every one, and we all know it, that the origin of the 
great disturbance which agitates the country is the existence of slavery in 
some of the States; but we must meet the subject; we must consider it; 
we must deal with it earnestly, honestly, and justly.12
In this signifi cant speech Daniel Webster did, as usual, show concern 
for the fate of the slaves, but his primary goal was to stress the maintenance 
of the Union under the Constitution. 
That was, of course, quite different from declared abolitionists of this 
time, something that Lincoln most assuredly was not. In fact, the abolitionist 
Edmund Quincy published an article entitled “The House Divided Against 
Itself ” in the March 25, 1852, issue of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, 
beginning with an oblique reference to the Bible and with a direct quotation 
of the proverb:
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It was said more than eighteen hundred years ago, that a house divided 
against itself cannot stand, and the truth of the saying is written on every 
page of history, antecedent and subsequent. It is not unlikely that the 
history of our country may furnish fresh and pregnant examples [...]. 
The great national element of division we need hardly say is Slavery. The 
point of the wedge was inserted next the cornerstone of our institutions 
by their founders themselves [...]. By the everlasting laws of moral 
mechanics it must either be withdrawn or its pressure must grow stronger 
and stronger and at last make a fi ssure that will shatter into heaps the 
proud structure upon the heads of those that put their trust in it.13
What Edmund Quincy’s thoughts and language as well as those of Sam 
Houston and Daniel Webster show is that—with due respect to Abraham 
Lincoln’s rhetorical prowess—the beginning of his famous speech is quite in 
line with other orators and writers of his time.
Abraham Lincoln’s Use of Biblical Proverbs
For someone who “adopted at several stages of his career the practice 
of daily Bible reading,”14 it became natural to cite quotations or at least 
paraphrased verses from the Bible with high frequency in oral as well as 
written statements. Lincoln scholars have not failed to comment on this 
preoccupation with biblical phrases, claiming that “his familiarity with and 
use of biblical phraseology was remarkable even in a time when such use was 
more common than now.”15 There is no doubt that “his greatest speeches 
refl ect both biblical style and biblical teaching.”16
But scholars dealing with Lincoln’s use of biblical language have 
forgotten to comment on the numerous biblical phrases that long ago 
turned into folk proverbs and metaphors. These proverbial utterances 
gave Lincoln the opportunity to speak and write both authoritatively and 
somewhat colloquially, adding much imagery and color to his arguments 
of persuasion or otherwise rather factual letters. This preoccupation with 
biblical phraseology can take on rather overpowering proportions, as in his 
written reply of May 30, 1864, to a delegation of Baptists:
To read the Bible, as the word of God himself, that “In the sweat of 
thy face shalt thou eat bread [Genesis 3:19],” and to preach there from 
that, “In the sweat of other mans [sic] faces shalt thou eat bread,” to my 
mind can scarcely be reconciled with honest sincerity. When brought 
to my fi nal reckoning, may I have to answer for robbing no man of 
his goods [...]. When, a year or two ago, those professedly holy men 
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of the South, met in the semblance of prayer and devotion, and, in the 
Name of Him who said “As ye would all men should do unto you, do ye 
even so unto them” [Matthew 7:12] appeal to the christian world to aid 
them in doing to a whole race of men, as they would have no man do 
unto themselves, to my thinking they contemned and insulted God and 
His church, far more than did Satan when he tempted the Saviour with 
the Kingdoms of the earth. The devil’s attempt was no more false, and 
far less hypocritical. But let me forbear, remembering it is also written 
“Judge not, lest ye be judged” [Matthew 7:1].17
What a paragraph! What a rhetorical masterpiece! Without even 
mentioning that horrid word “slavery,” Lincoln employs three biblical 
proverbs known to everybody, and certainly to the Baptist ministers, and 
ridicules countless numbers of slaveholders of the South who have earned 
their bread through the work of their slaves. He also points out proverbially 
that they have forgotten the “Golden Rule,” and by quoting its proverbial 
wording, he shows vividly how false their behavior has been. But lest he 
were to elevate himself to an exaggerated self-righteousness, Lincoln closes 
his “mini-sermon” with the proverb that warns everybody against sitting in 
judgment over others and forgetting that all people commit sinful acts. The 
message is direct, clear, and authoritative, and the three biblical proverbs 
add a didactic and ethical persuasiveness to this masterful statement.18
With plenty of biblical proverbs at his disposal at the time of drafting 
his acclaimed “House divided” speech for the Republican State Convention 
of Illinois, one wonders whether Lincoln was aware of the interesting fact 
that he had actually used the “House divided” proverb at least once before 
in writing on March 4, 1843, in an “Address to the People of Illinois” which 
he had put forth jointly with S. T. Logan and A. T. Bledsoe as a campaign 
circular for the Whig Party. In this early use of the proverb the subject matter 
is, however, not that of slavery but rather an argument for the adoption of 
the convention system for nomination of candidates for national offi ce:
That “union is strength” is a truth that has been known, illustrated and 
declared, in various ways and forms in all ages of the world. [...]; and 
he whose wisdom surpasses that of all philosophers, has declared that “a 
house divided against itself cannot stand.” It is to induce our friends to 
act upon this important, and universally acknowledged truth, that we 
urge the adoption of the Convention System.19
Lincoln is about thirty-four years old at this time and stands at the very 
beginning of his political career, and yet he already begins to write effective 
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paragraphs based on proverbial argumentation. It is interesting to note that 
in this case he cites a classical proverb lacking any metaphor whatsoever to 
start with, but he is quick in adding the biblical proverb as a metaphorical 
antipode. By also pointing out, albeit in an indirect way, that this proverb 
carries with it the authority of Jesus, it is made very clear what will happen 
if political union moves towards disunion. It seems strange, however, that 
Lincoln never returned to the classical proverb as a positive argument later 
in his political career. Somehow the apocalyptic “House divided” proverb 
must have seemed more appropriate to him in light of the troublesome 
times.
The “House Divided” Speech of June 16, 1858
There really is no particular reason why Lincoln should have remembered 
his use of this proverb twenty-fi ve years later, especially since its early use 
was not brought about by its connection to slavery and its danger to the 
preservation of the Union. However, he did use the biblical proverb in its 
applicability to the questions of slavery and political union in a signifi cant 
fragment of a speech that he delivered on May 18, 1858 in Edwardsville, 
i.e., one month prior to his famed Springfi eld address. In fact, Roy P. Basler, 
editor of the Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, argues convincingly that 
the fragment’s key passages became a preliminary draft of the June 16th 
speech.20 It is of interest that the proverb is cited in the fragment as a separate 
and centered heading followed by sentences which are basically the same as 
the speech delivered one month later in Springfi eld:
A house divided against itself cannot stand.
I believe the government cannot endure permanently half slave and half 
free. [...] I do not expect the Union to be dissolved. I do not expect the 
house to fall; but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become 
all one thing or all the other. Either the opponents of slavery will arrest 
the further spread of it, and put it in course of ultimate extinction,; or its 
advocates will push it forward till it shall become alike lawful in all the 
States, old as well as new.21
Two important matters must be observed regarding this fragment: 
First, the proverb is not yet integrated effectively as the centerpiece of the 
paragraph as will be the case in the “House divided” speech, and secondly, 
this unpublished fragment had, of course, no immediate infl uence. It is not 
even known whether Lincoln actually iterated the proverb in Edwardsville 
on May 18, 1858.
A House Divided Against Itself Cannot Stand 99
This would help to explain an otherwise baffl ing statement which Lincoln 
is to have made in connection with writing his “House divided” speech:
It is said that when he was preparing his Springfi eld speech of 1858, 
he spent hours trying to fi nd language that would express the idea 
that dominated his entire career—namely, that a republic could not 
permanently endure half free and half slave, and that fi nally a Bible 
passage fl ashed through his mind and he exclaimed, “I have found it! ‘A 
house divided against itself cannot stand.’” And probably no other Bible 
passage ever exerted as much infl uence as this one in the settlement of a 
great controversy.22
If this account could in fact be authenticated,23 Lincoln might have meant 
to indicate by it that he found a way to place the proverb into the center part 
of the introductory section of his speech. After all, as has been stated, he 
had just used it as a section title in a speech fragment a week earlier, and it 
is doubtful that he would not have remembered this (even if this fragment 
were dated late December 1857, as has been suggested recently).24
Of the numerous statements of this sort surrounding Lincoln’s con-
vention speech, there is at least one that has been suffi ciently authenticated to 
deserve some credence. He made it to his law partner, friend, and confi dant 
William Herndon just an hour or so before he delivered his address in the 
evening of June 16, 1858. Lincoln had decided to read his prepared speech 
privately to Herndon, and when Herndon asked him after having heard the 
fi rst section whether such strong language was politic, Lincoln is supposed 
to have said:
That makes no difference. That expression is a truth of all human 
experience: a house divided against itself cannot stand, and he that runs 
may read.25 [...] I want to use some universally known fi gure, expressed 
in simple language as universally known, that it may strike home to the 
minds of men in order to rouse them to the peril of the times. I would 
rather be defeated with the expression in the speech and it held up and 
discussed before the people than to be victorious without it.26
The problem with this alleged statement is, of course, that William 
Herndon has referred to it in different phrasings, putting its authenticity 
into question. Don E. and Virginia Fehrenbacher have done superb detective 
work to trace virtually every statement that Lincoln is ever to have made but 
not preserved in his own writing in their massive collection of Recollected 
Words of Abraham Lincoln (1996). These scholars give this quotation an 
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authenticity rating with more than average doubt, and others of a similar 
type are judged to be probably not authentic. This is particularly true for 
the claims that Lincoln read the speech to a number of friends in addition 
to Herndon. Regarding these claims and descriptions of what took place 
at this prereading of the speech to Herndon and several party leaders, the 
Fehrenbachers speak of “splendid example[s] of [the] Lincoln myth in the 
process of elaboration and decoration.”27
There is, to be sure, no doubt about the fact that Abraham Lincoln’s 
fi rst words during his evening address on June 16, 1858, to the Republican 
convention in Springfi eld, Illinois, electrifi ed the audience. People had 
expected a noncontroversial speech that everybody could listen to without 
any concerns or turmoil. Instead, Lincoln presented them with a carefully 
crafted platform that brought the slavery issue and the concern about the 
Union into the open. His Republican supporters at the convention rightfully 
felt that this radical statement would cost Lincoln and them the Senatorial 
election, and it did do exactly that. But Lincoln also accomplished his goal 
with his bold and not at all rash declaration that “A house divided against 
itself cannot stand.” It lost him the Senate seat, but it helped bring about his 
debates with Stephen A. Douglas, it put him into the limelight of national 
politics, and it certainly put this courageous and ethical person on the path 
to the White House.
The “opening paragraph [of the ‘House Divided’ speech] has already 
become one of the most celebrated passages in the political literature of 
the country,” wrote Joseph H. Barret in his early Life of Abraham Lincoln 
in 1865, claiming that “there is moral sublimity in the rugged honesty and 
directness with which the grand issues in this whole slavery agitation are 
presented.”28 The ethical nature of the beginning of the speech was no 
doubt enhanced by the biblical proverb “The house divided against itself 
cannot stand,” which surely was known to most if not all members of the 
audience. Lincoln did not need to mention that he was quoting Jesus, 
“whose wisdom surpasses that of all philosophers,”29 as he had previously 
done in his campaign circular for the Whig Party on March 4, 1843. It 
took modern scholars to forget that this famous proverbial utterance had its 
origin in the Bible. Of course, Lincoln’s name is now irrevocably attached 
to it, especially in the minds of American citizens. Yet to go so far as to 
state that Lincoln “had coined a quotable but debatable phrase”30 or that 
“Lincoln had done the thing which fans a leader’s fame without clarifying 
his position: he had coined a quotable phrase”31 exceeds historical facts. He 
had not coined the phrase, but rather brought it into the consciousness of 
the entire Union. That it was debatable, questionable and even radical for 
the time in its secularized context of slavery and politics is, of course, true. 
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But what is it then that Abraham Lincoln said on that eventful evening in 
Springfi eld, Illinois? Here is what he said:
If we could fi rst know where we are, and whither we are tending, we 
could then better judge what to do, and how to do it.
We are now far into the fi fth year, since a policy was initiated, with 
the avowed object, and confi dent promise, of putting an end to slavery 
agitation.
Under the operation of that policy, that agitation has not only, not
ceased, but has constantly augmented.
In my opinion, it will not cease, until a crisis shall have been reached, 
and passed.
“A house divided against itself cannot stand.”
I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave 
and half free.
I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house 
to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided.
It will become all one thing, or all the other.
Either the opponents of slavery, will arrest the further spread of it, 
and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in 
course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward, till it 
shall become alike lawful in all the States, old as well as new—North as
well as South.32
While these few minute paragraphs make up only 5% of the entire speech, 
they represented “an electrifying challenge to confl ict.”33 Carl Sandburg in the 
fi rst part of his celebrated Abraham Lincoln (1926) biography states quite 
appropriately: “This was so plain that two farmers fi xing fences on a rainy 
morning could talk it over. [...] What interested the country most, as many 
newspapers published the speech in full, was its opening paragraph. It became 
known as the ‘House Divided’ speech. It went far.”34 The second part of the 
speech (72%) deals with a review of the history of slavery in the United States, 
stressing especially the tumultuous debate of the 1850’s over the question 
of slavery in new states and territories. Stephen A. Douglas as Chairman of 
the Senate Committee on Territories had pushed the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
through Congress in 1854, which stated that the citizens of the new territories 
would decide whether they wanted to admit slavery or not. This concept 
of “popular sovereignty” basically brought to an end the famed Missouri 
Compromise of 1820 that was hammered out by such renowned Senators as 
Henry Clay and Daniel Webster. This agreement had argued that slavery was 
prohibited in any part of the original Louisiana Purchase outside the state of 
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Missouri north of Missouri’s southern boundary of latitude 36˚30'. Lincoln 
strongly agreed with this position, feeling that slavery should be contained 
within its original boundaries where it would eventually be driven to natural 
extinction. In addition to Douglas’s argument of “popular sovereignty,” the 
Supreme Court in 1857 had handed down the Dred Scott decision which 
established that Congress did not have the constitutional right to bar slavery 
from new territories. All of this Abraham Lincoln opposed vigorously, going 
so far as to accuse Stephen A. Douglas and Supreme Court Justice Roger B. 
Taney, as well as Presidents Franklin Pierce and James Buchanan unfairly of 
a conspiracy to allow slavery to spread throughout the Union (third part or 
23% of the speech).35
Much has been written about this seminal speech, and there is certainly 
not a book on Lincoln which will not have the term “House divided” in 
its index. The actual discussions range from a couple of pages36 to entire 
chapters and separate pamphlets. From the point of view of modern thoughts 
on racism, the speech did not really go far enough. Lincoln did not go on 
record as being an abolitionist, and while his introductory statement seemed 
radical at fi rst, it was in fact rather conservative, in that it argued only for the 
restriction of slavery in the states where it already existed. It would take the 
revered Lincoln of today still a number of years and the horrors of the Civil 
War until he would and could issue the Emancipation Proclamation on 
January 1, 1863. In a letter of August 22, 1862, to Horace Greeley, Lincoln 
was still adhering to this policy, as he had made clear so many times ever 
since his convention speech four years earlier:
My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not 
either to save or destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing 
any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I 
would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others 
alone I would also do that. What I do about slavery, and the colored race, 
I do because I believe it helps to save the Union; and what I forbear, I 
forbear because I do not believe it would help to save the Union.37
Lincoln has thus been called “essentially a middle-of-the-roader in his 
attitude toward slavery,”38 while an extremist abolutionist judged Lincoln in 
a newspaper article of January 24, 1866, much more harshly: “Lincoln was an 
emancipationist by compulsion. [...] Lincoln was made a saint and liberator in 
spite of himself; he was cuffed into the calendar; he was kicked into glory.”39
Perhaps it is best to simply state that “time proved that his straightforwardness 
was, after all, the best strategy”40 to get things on the political table. What was 
defi nitely clear to Lincoln was that “slavery could not be denationalized; it 
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had either to grow or die.”41 But he certainly had no intention of taking the 
matter to a civil war. “There will be no war, no violence,”42 he declared openly 
during the seventh debate on October 15, 1858.
The Proverb and the Lincoln-Douglas Debates
Whether Abraham Lincoln intended it so or not, his “House divided” speech 
became “the keynote for the Lincoln-Douglas debates to follow in the Senate 
campaign, themselves the most famous examples of political debate in 
American history.”43 The shrewd and experienced debater Douglas used the 
short fi rst part of Lincoln’s convention speech to brand him a warmongering 
abolitionist. In fact, the speech in one way or another is cited in twenty 
of the twenty-one speeches (Lincoln’s opening remarks during the fourth 
debate on September 18, 1858, in Charleston being the one exception), and 
Douglas carried Lincoln’s speech in a little notebook along to the debates 
and other stump speeches to cite freely from it in order to unveil Lincoln’s 
supposed abolitionist extremism. On the other hand, Lincoln also had with 
him his “House divided” speech, parts of the Declaration of Independence, 
segments of Henry Clay’s speeches, and various clippings from newspapers 
pasted into a little leather book for the debates.44 Douglas twisted Lincoln’s 
views to such a degree that he also argued that they were contrary to the views 
of the Founding Fathers, i.e., against keeping slavery at least in those states 
where it had traditionally existed. David Zarefsky has summed up Douglas’s 
plan of attack in the following manner: “Douglas’s strategy, then, was to 
draw on the fi liopiety of the age in suggesting that the ‘House Divided’ 
speech put Lincoln at odds with the revered Fathers, further proving that 
the challenger was a dangerous radical who could not be trusted with a seat 
in the U.S. Senate.”45
Douglas knew he had Lincoln on the defensive, and right from his 
opening remarks during the fi rst debate on August 21, 1858, in Ottawa, he 
branded Lincoln as an abolutionist ready to go to war to end slavery:
In his speech at Springfi eld to the convention which nominated him for 
Senate, he [Lincoln] said:
In my opinion it will not cease until a crisis shall have been 
reached and passed. “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” 
I believe this Government cannot endure permanently half Slave and 
Half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect 
the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. [...]
Why can it not exist divided into free and slave States? Washington, 
Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, Hamilton, Jay, and the great men of that 
104 Proverbs Are the Best Policy
day, made this Government divided into free States and slave States, 
and left each State perfectly free to do as it pleased on the subject of 
slavery. Why can it not exist on the same principles on which our fathers 
made it? (“It can.”) They knew when they framed the Constitution that 
in a country as wide and broad as this, with such a variety of climate, 
production and interest, the people necessarily required different laws 
and institutions in different localities. [...] One of the reserved rights 
of the States, was the right to regulate the relations between Master 
and Servant, on the slavery question. At the time the Constitution 
was formed, there were thirteen States in the Union, twelve of which 
were slaveholding States and one a free State. Suppose this doctrine of 
uniformity preached by Mr. Lincoln, that the States should all be free 
or all be slave had prevailed and what would have been the result? Of 
course, the twelve slaveholding States would have overruled the one 
free State, and slavery would have been fastened by a Constitutional 
provision on every inch of the American Republic, instead of being left 
as our fathers wisely left it, to each State to decide for itself.46
That is strong and powerful rhetoric and medicine. It is, of course, 
an argument for popular sovereignty with respect to slavery, something 
Lincoln vehemently opposed. Douglas presented logical and clear 
arguments, and the diffi culty was that Lincoln had to agree with some of 
them. This made his position in the response especially diffi cult. And what 
is missing from both contestants is, of course, any discussion whatsoever 
on moral grounds. The whole argument is more one between popular 
sovereignty versus national policy regarding slavery. These arguments seem 
like hairsplitting to modern readers, but they were the hot issues of the day 
and the beginning at least of questioning slavery as such. In his response to 
Douglas, Lincoln starts with a discussion of his “House divided” proverb, 
and he even refers to a “moral constitution of men’s minds.” But there is no 
moral commitment to the extinction to slavery yet. There is only the hope 
of fi nal extinction if it remains confi ned to the present slave States. But 
here is part of Lincoln’s response, starting with a bit of humor at Douglas’s 
expense:
He [Douglas] has read from my speech in Springfi eld, in which I say 
that “a house divided against itself cannot stand.” Does the Judge say it 
can stand? [Laughter.] I don’t know whether he does or not. [...] I would 
like to know if it is his opinion that a house divided against itself can
stand. If he does, then there is a question of veracity, not between him 
and me, but between the Judge and an authority of a somewhat higher 
character.
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[...] When he undertakes to say that because I think this nation, so 
far as the question of Slavery is concerned, will all become one thing or 
all the other, I am in favor of bringing about a dead uniformity in the 
various States, in all their institutions, he argues erroneously. The great 
variety of the local institutions in the States, springing from differences 
in the soil, differences in the face of the country, and in the climate, are 
bonds of the Union. They do not make “a house divided against itself,” 
but they make a house united. If they produce in one section of the 
country what is called for by the wants of another section, and this other 
section can supply the wants of the fi rst, they are not matters of discord 
but bonds of union, true bonds of union. But can this question of slavery 
be considered as among these varieties in the institutions of the country? 
I leave it to you to say whether, in the history of our government, this 
institution of slavery has not always failed to be a bond of union, and, on 
the contrary, been an apple of discord and an element of division in the 
house. [...] lately, I think, that he [Douglas], and those acting with him, 
have placed that institution on a new basis, which looks to the perpetuity
and nationalization of slavery. [Loud cheers.] And while it is placed upon 
this new basis, I say, and I have said, that I believe we shall not have 
peace upon the question until the opponents of slavery arrest the further 
spread of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief 
that it is in the course of ultimate extinction [...]47
Great oratory indeed! But it must have been diffi cult then, and it is 
so today, to understand how this “ultimate extinction” of slavery was to 
come about. Did people think that all black people would die out naturally 
during the next hundred years? What becomes clear from these two long 
quotations is that neither Douglas nor Lincoln was yet discussing the real 
issues, namely the immorality of slavery and the liberation of the slaves. The 
time for the Emancipation Proclamation had not yet come! After so much 
discussion of the biblical proverb “A house divided against itself cannot 
stand,” it was appropriate for Douglas not to mention it again in his half-
hour rejoinder at the end of the fi rst debate. Even though some of the water 
is murky between the two candidates, their basic positions on slavery has 
become clear: Douglas argues for popular sovereignty, and Lincoln claims 
that slavery is a national problem.
By the time of the sixth debate on October 13, 1858, in Quincy, 
Douglas is on a roll with ever new twists to this proverb. Lincoln had not 
used it in his opening speech, but Douglas employed it mercilessly in his 
hour-and-a-half-long response, this time making sure that people would 
look at Lincoln and his party as abolitionists. He even goes so far as to paint 
Lincoln as a possible exterminator of the slaves:
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Mr. Lincoln told his Abolition friends that this government could not 
endure permanently, divided into free and slave States as our fathers 
made it, and that it must become all free or all slave, otherwise, that the 
government could not exist. How then does Lincoln propose to save 
the Union, unless by compelling all the States to become free, so that 
the house shall not be divided against itself? he intends making them all 
free; he will preserve the Union in that way, and yet, he is not going to 
interfere with slavery anywhere it now exists. How is he going to bring 
it about? [...] He will hem them [the slaves] in until starvation seizes 
them, and by starving them to death, he will put slavery in the course 
of ultimate extinction. If he is not going to interfere with slavery in the 
States, but intends to interfere and prohibit it in the territories, and 
thus smother slavery out, it naturally follows, that he can extinguish it 
only by extinguishing the negro race, for his policy would drive them to 
starvation. This is the humane and Christian remedy that he proposes 
for the great crime of slavery.48
This is a vicious and slanderous and above all false statement, and 
Douglas knew it! Nevertheless, he made it and thus can stake the claim 
of having lowered the spirit of the debate to what is today referred to as 
a mud-slinging campaign. Lincoln responded somewhat indirectly to this 
nasty outbreak with some humorous relief and then got in a harmless yet 
effective slam himself:
I wish to return Judge Douglas my profound thanks for his public 
annunciation here today, to be put on record, that his system of policy 
in regard to the institution of slavery contemplates that it shall last forever. 
We are getting a little nearer the true issue of this controversy, and I 
am profoundly grateful for this one sentence. [...] When Judge Douglas 
undertakes to say that as a matter of choice the fathers of the government 
made this nation part slave and part free, he assumes what is historically 
a falsehood. More than that; when the fathers of the government cut off 
the source of slavery by the abolition of the slave trade, and adopted a 
system of restricting it from the new Territories where it had not existed, I 
maintain that they placed it where they understood, and all sensible men 
understood, it was in the course of ultimate extinction; and when Judge 
Douglas asks me why it cannot continue as our fathers made it, I ask him 
why he and his friends could not let it remain as our fathers made it?49
This time the damage was to Douglas, but do notice how generously 
and politely, albeit with a bit of irony, Lincoln develops his rhetorical blows. 
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He takes the high road, and in due time people recognized it, just as he 
came to realize that all this talk needed real action, namely the eventual 
Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863.
Lincoln used the proverb three more times in speeches during September 
of 1859 in the context of referring to his “House divided” speech.50 On 
December 7, 1860, he even went so far as to prepare a transcript in pencil 
of the “House divided” section of his 1858 speech for Edward B. Pease, a 
hardware dealer from Springfi eld. Surely this citizen must have asked Lincoln 
for this favor.51 As president during the Civil War Lincoln interestingly 
enough used the proverb but once in his published works. In a letter to 
Major General Nathaniel P. Banks of November 5, 1863, Lincoln expresses 
certain worries about what type of state government would be established 
in Louisiana:
If a few professedly loyal men shall draw the disloyal about them, and 
colorably set up a State government, repudiating the emancipation 
proclamation, and reestablishing slavery, I can not recognize or sustain 
their work. I should fall powerless in the attempt. This government, in 
such an attitude, would be a house divided against itself.52
The fear of even the slightest chance of reintroducing slavery reminded 
him of his old biblical proverb which he seemingly had put aside once the 
Civil War had started. Understandably so, for the proverb “A house divided 
against itself cannot stand” had proven to be true as far as Lincoln was 
concerned. The Civil War was proof of the wisdom of this biblical proverb. 
The house had really fallen, and the future of the Union now depended on 
the outcome of the war.
Post-Lincoln Use of the Proverb
In the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century, the phrase “The house 
divided against itself cannot stand” became canonized in quotation 
dictionaries as belonging to Lincoln in some way or another, while it is 
cited in proverb dictionaries as a folk proverb without any reference to the 
Bible or Lincoln. As cultural literacy continues to decline, the proverb will 
more and more push aside its connection to the Bible and Lincoln. This 
liberation of the proverb “The house divided against itself cannot stand” 
from its biblical origin and its signifi cant association with Abraham Lincoln 
is ever more noticeable today. Introductory formulas specifi cally referring to 
the Bible or Lincoln are falling by the wayside, except in such cases where 
books or articles deal either with religious subjects or Lincoln and the Civil 
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War. But usually the proverb is cited without any such hints, and it stands 
on its own feet just like any other folk proverb for which the origin is lost 
in obscurity. For some people the proverb will always be connected with the 
Bible and Abraham Lincoln, and to others it will simply be one of those 
hundreds of anonymous little pieces of wisdom that fl oat around and fi nd 
their use whenever the shoe fi ts.
Obviously Lincoln’s name was very much attached to the proverb during 
the Civil War and immediately after his death. Thus it will not be surprising 
that the young minister Phillips Brooks cited the proverb in his sermon on 
“The Character, Life, and Death of Abraham Lincoln” which he delivered 
on April 23, 1865, while Lincoln’s body lay in state at Independence Hall 
in Philadelphia:
The President came to his power full of the blood, strong in the strength 
of Freedom. He came there free, and hating slavery. He came there, 
leaving on record words like these spoken three years before and never 
contradicted. He had said, “A house divided against itself cannot stand. 
I believe this Government cannot endure permanently, half slave and 
half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved; I do not expect the 
house to fall; but I expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all 
one thing or all the other.” When the question came, he knew which 
thing he meant that it should be. His whole nature settled that question 
for him.53
It is interesting to note that the pastor does not place the proverb into 
quotation marks as Lincoln had done. Nor does he refer to the Bible at all, 
something that Lincoln and Douglas both had done on occasion in their 
use of the proverb during the debates. Phillips Brooks is thus already this 
early in the development of the biblical proverb after Lincoln making it an 
expression that was coined by the President.
About a month later, on June 1, 1865, the Reverend Richard Fuller 
delivered a sermon with the interesting title “A City or House Divided Against 
Itself.” As if to explain the title, he added the biblical proverb “And every city 
or house divided against itself, shall not stand—Matt. xii:25.”54 Reverend 
Fuller did well in quoting the proverb from the Gospel of Matthew instead 
of Mark or Luke in his sermon on the need for positive reconstruction after 
the Civil War. While Mark and Luke, and thus also Lincoln, use only the 
house image, Matthew speaks of “every city or house divided against itself,” 
thus alluding to the fact that as the Union is healing from the wounds 
of the war, individual houses as well as entire cities must be rebuilt. He 
mentions Lincoln only in passing, whose “blood, shed by the hand of an 
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assassin, fell upon the altar which he was building to generosity, to liberty, to 
conciliation.”55 Almost becoming the voice of Lincoln, Fuller closes his plea 
for reconciliation between the South and the North as follows:
Let all who truly love the Union now bury dissensions in oblivion. 
Recollect that schemes for the dissolution of that Union have been 
cherished and may again be cherished in other quarters besides the 
South. [...] Let us go home resolving to cherish in our own hearts, and 
to shed around us, in the church, in our families, in the community, the 
gentle spirit of peace and love.56
Interestingly enough, however, there is no reference to Lincoln’s use of 
the “House divided” proverb in this sermon. Did Reverend Fuller simply feel 
that his audience would make that connection all by itself, or did he think that 
by stressing the variant from Matthew, he really wanted to make a different 
point, thus leaving Lincoln’s repeated use of the proverb unmentioned?
But around the turn of the century, literary references to the proverb 
generally ignore both the Bible and Lincoln connection. The following excerpt 
out of William Cowper Brann’s collection of essays entitled Brann, the Iconoclast 
(1898) makes this quite clear, even though it deals with church matters:
“I have suffered and sacrifi ced much for this people,” he said at length, 
as though speaking to himself, “and it has borne so little fruit. The world 
misunderstood me. The church planted by toil and nurtured with my 
blood has split up into hundreds of warring factions, despite my warning 
that a house divided against itself cannot stand.57
In this quotation, at least, the entire proverb is still cited. But in the 
following excerpt from Booth Tarkington’s The Conquest of Canaan (1905)
the proverb has been reduced to a mere allusion, giving readers not much 
of a chance to make any connections with the Bible or Lincoln: “On this, 
the house divided, one party maintaining that Joe had thus endeavored 
to evade recognition, the other that the reply was a distinct admission of 
identity and at the same time a refusal to grant any favors on the score of 
past acquaintanceship.”58
When Carl Sandburg used the proverb in a wording quite close to the 
original in his epic poem The People, Yes (1936), he probably had Lincoln’s 
use of it in mind. After all, Sandburg had already written the fi rst part of his 
celebrated biography Abraham Lincoln: The Prairie Years (2 vols., 1926) and 
was working on the second part with the title Abraham Lincoln: The War 
Years (4 vols., 1939). In his long poem Sandburg deals with a more modern 
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divided house in America, one that is not so much politically motivated as 
economically:
Said the scorpion of hate: ‘The poor hate the rich. The rich hate the 
poor. The south hates the north. The west hates the east. The workers 
hate their bosses. The bosses hate their workers. The country hates the 
towns. The towns hate the country. We are a house divided against itself. 
We are millions of hands raised against each other. We are united in but 
one aim—getting the dollar. And when we get the dollar we employ it 
to get more dollars.’59
In B. English’s detective novel War (1971) appears a version with the 
noun “city” that is reminiscent of the proverb as cited in Matthew 12:25. 
Of special interest is, of course, that the author refers specifi cally to the fact 
that he is citing a proverb, and most likely one from folk tradition and not 
from the Bible or Lincoln: “The city was a divided one, and very often, true 
to the proverb, it did not stand.”60 This is quite an appropriate statement for 
a novel dealing with war and its destruction of cities.
Generally speaking, modern authors have no particular interest in 
connecting the proverb with Lincoln or the Bible for that matter, unless 
they write about those subjects. The proverb, originally rooted in the 
New Testament and then attached to Lincoln, has defi nitely undergone 
a liberation process. It is evermore becoming a folk proverb free of any 
particular associations and ready to serve as a strategic communicative 
device when called upon. And, more often than not, it is simply cited as the 
“House divided” remnant.
In fact, a computer search for such titles on the Online Computer 
Library Center (OCLC) database yielded 373 titles in January of 1998. 
There were some duplications of individual titles, and such nondescript 
allusions as (A) House Divided or (A) Divided House appear again and again. 
At times books with these titles do not have subtitles, and one wonders 
how prospective readers are to know what divisive issues are possibly dealt 
with in these publications. It would be absurd to cite almost 400 titles at 
this point, but representative titles of books covering various subject areas 
will illustrate the incredible versatility of the titular manipulation of the 
proverb.
On the purely literary scene, H. B. Marriott Watson published a novel 
entitled The House Divided (1901) taking place in the 18th century, followed 
by Pearl S. Buck’s Chinese novel A House Divided (1935). But then followed 
a third novel of epic proportions by Ben Ames Williams. He gave his work 
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of 1514 pages the short title House-Divided (1947), and this time the title 
does in fact refl ect its content by indirectly referring to the sociopolitical 
strife in the United States before and during the Civil War. But there are 
also four plays with titles alluding to the proverb without an indication 
what divisive problem is brought to the stage in them: A. W. Futter, Divided
House (1950), P. Joynson-Wreford, A House Divided (1981), W. Stuart 
McDowell, A House Divided, and Stephen Barber, A House Divided (1992).
There are more books with this basic title where it is impossible to know 
from a computer search whether they are novels, plays, or whatever. The 
only thing that this type of title accomplishes is to suggest that some kind of 
problem is being dealt with that has brought about a separation of sorts.
The proverbial remnant “A House divided” has become a household 
term to be used whenever any schism is being discussed. Often it is doubtful 
whether Lincoln was on the minds of the authors. However, that is doubtless 
the case in the following titles that employ parts of the proverb and actually 
also mention Lincoln as well. Here the authors are very well aware of the 
fact that Lincoln used the proverb and that an allusion to it will immediately 
call to mind the strife between the North and the South:
• McMaster, John Bach. Our House Divided: A History of the People of the 
United States During Lincoln’s Administration. Greenwich, Connecticut: 
Fawcett Publications, 1961 (the fi rst edition of 1883 did not have the 
proverbial title).
• Forgie, George B. Patricide in the House Divided: A Psychological 
Interpretation of Lincoln and His Age. New York: Norton, 1979.
• Foner, Eric, and Olivia Mahoney. A House Divided: America in the Age 
of Lincoln. Chicago: Chicago Historical Society, 1990.
It is also quite natural that scholars writing about the Civil War will 
draw on the proverb, associated with Lincoln as it was, to create somewhat 
catchy titles. Some of them tend to get close to verbatim repetition, and 
authors of the future would do well to run a computer check on titles to 
avoid unnecessary repetition. There is always still a possibility to fi nd an 
innovative subtitle:
• Sewell, Richard H. A House Divided: Sectionalism and Civil War, 1848–
1865. Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988.
• Linden, Glenn M., and Thomas J. Pressly (eds.). Voices from the House 
Divided: The United States Civil War as Personal Experience. New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1995.
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• Dolan, Edward F. The American Civil War: A House Divided. Brookfi eld, 
Connecticut: Millbrook Press, 1997.
It is interesting to note from this list that now authors are beginning to 
cite the informative title fi rst, using the “House divided” statement as an 
all-encompassing subtitle.
A few fi nal examples of titles deal with social and racial problems in 
the United States. The metaphorical proverb remnant “A House divided” 
fi ts perfectly to illustrate the divisive nature of these issues. One could, of 
course, ask whether the day will come that authors will be able to change the 
pessimistic image into one of positive change and hope:
• Lokos, Lionel. House Divided: The Life and Legacy of Martin Luther 
King. New Rochelle, New York: Arlington House, 1968.
• Melady, Thomas Patrick. House Divided: Poverty, Race, Religion, and 
the Family of Man. New York: Sheed & Ward, 1969.
• Newsome, Yvonne D. A House Divided: Confl ict and Cooperation in 
African American-Jewish Relations. Diss. Northwestern University, 
1991.
Especially studies that deal with racial issues in America will probably 
have once again used the “House divided” proverb allusion with thoughts of 
Lincoln and his fi ght against slavery in mind.
One last reference merits mentioning since it is, in a way, a liberation 
from the original proverb. On June 25, 1997, a short legal report on a case 
involving a telephone pole as taxable property appeared on the Internet 
with the headline “N.H. Supreme Court: A Pole Divided May Stand.” The 
fi rst paragraph helps to understand this absurd title: “A single pole carrying 
telephone, cable and power lines can be taxable property for one company 
but not for others, the New Hampshire Supreme Court said in an advisory 
opinion to legislators.”61 But no matter how far fetched this variation might 
be, the basic structure of the proverb “A house divided against itself cannot 
stand” is easily discernible. Whoever dreamt up this innovative rephrasing 
of an old proverb certainly must have enjoyed the wordplay tremendously. 
This title is also one more indication of what is still to come.
Germany: A House Divided No Longer
It has been argued that, especially in its shortened form of “A House
divided,” the biblical proverb that became attached to Lincoln’s name in 
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the middle of the nineteenth century is barely reminiscent, if at all, of Jesus’ 
wisdom or that of Lincoln. The original proverb is, in fact, not cited very 
often anymore today. In a world where things are communicated by sound 
bytes it is only the short cliché without the deeper meaning which gets 
plucked into verbal communication. But there is one major exception to all 
of this, and that is the role which the proverb “A house divided against itself 
cannot stand” was to play during the reunifi cation of Germany.
It must be noted at the beginning of a short account of this intriguing 
story that this biblical proverb did not become very current in Germany. 
None of the major German quotation dictionaries include the Bible reference, 
and with one exception they don’t include any well-known quotations from 
Abraham Lincoln either.62 Carl Schulze’s specialized collection of German 
biblical proverbs entitled Die biblischen Sprichwörter der deutschen Sprache 
(1860) does list “Ein jeglich Reich, so es mit ihm selbst uneins wird, das 
wird wüste” (Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation; 
Matthew 12:25), but it does not add the next verse that contains the “House 
divided” proverb.63 Karl Friedrich Wilhelm Wander’s massive Deutsches 
Sprichwörter-Lexikon (1867–1880) also includes only this one text from 
the Bible in a slightly different wording “Wenn ein Reich mit jhm selber 
vneins wird, so kan es nicht bestehen (Matth. 12,25; also Mark 3:24)” (If a 
kingdom is divided against itself it cannot stand).64 What this means is that 
neither the “kingdom” nor the “house” proverb from the synoptic gospels 
has become truly proverbial in German. This is quite different from the 
popularity of these two proverbs in the Anglo-American language, and it 
shows that there is a considerable difference between the biblical proverbs 
from one language to another.65
A German version of the “House divided” proverb may, however, still 
gain some currency in Germany, and if that were to become the case, the 
credit most assuredly should go to Willy Brandt, former mayor of West 
Berlin (1957–1966) and chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany 
(1969–1974). The reason for such a possible spread of this biblical proverb 
in Germany goes back to the year 1959 when Brandt, then mayor of West 
Berlin, was invited by the city of Springfi eld, Illinois, to give a lecture at the 
sesquicentennial celebration of Abraham Lincoln’s birthday on April 12th. 
It is not known, of course, whether Brandt wrote his address himself, but he 
certainly was fl uent in English, and he was able to address dignitaries and 
normal citizens alike on that day in perfect English. Whoever prepared this 
speech knew a considerable amount about the legacy of Abraham Lincoln. 
Among a number of quotations from Lincoln’s famous speeches cited by 
Brandt was also the “House divided” proverb. In light of the fact that Brandt 
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came from a divided city and country, this was the perfect metaphor for him 
to speak about at this memorable event:
Abraham Lincoln spoke of the duty of the whole people to never entrust 
to any hands but their own the preservation of their liberties, a duty 
which, after bitter experience, the great majority of the German people 
also acknowledge.
He spoke of the eternal struggle between democracy and tyranny. 
We know that this struggle has torn apart the European continent and 
that it has assumed world-wide dimensions. He quoted the passage 
from the Bible about the house divided against itself, and expressed his 
conviction that this government cannot endure permanently half slave 
and half free.
The truths which Lincoln spoke here in Springfi eld in June, 
1858, are perhaps even more applicable to the present situation of the 
German people than to the one which he faced: that is, to the arbitrary 
disruption of their lives, for which, of course, they are not without guilt 
themselves.66
A German version of this speech appeared with the fi tting title 
“Amerikanische und deutsche Einheit” (American and German Unity) 
in a journal in Germany, indicating explicitly that Brandt’s speech dealt 
with the idea of a “union” just as Lincoln’s speech had done almost exactly 
one hundred years earlier. The center paragraph just cited in English was 
translated from the following German text:
Er sprach von dem ewigen Kampf zwischen Demokratie und Tyrannei. 
Wir wissen, daß diese Auseinandersetzung den europäischen Kontinent 
zerrissen und daß sie weltweite Formen angenommen hat. Er stützte sich 
auf das Wort vom geteilten Haus, das keinen Bestand hat, und gab seiner 
Überzeugung Ausdruck, daß ein Staat nicht auf die Dauer mit einer 
versklavten und einer freien Hälfte bestehen kann.67
Obviously the contextualized use of the proverb in the nontraditional 
wording of “das Wort vom geteilten Haus, das keinen Bestand hat” 
(translated as: “the passage from the Bible about the house divided against 
itself ”) could not be of any infl uence in spreading the biblical proverb or 
Lincoln’s quotation of it in the German language. German readers of the 
speech were not even made aware of the fact that Lincoln was quoting the 
Bible. Whoever translated this speech must have been solidly steeped in 
cultural literacy. It seems that this speech was written by a German who 
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had studied American history and politics and who was literally translating 
this particular passage from the English when creating the German text 
for Willy Brandt. In that case the word “Wort” could in a way stand for 
“passage from the Bible.” But again, it would have been the rarest German 
reader who would have made the connection to the Bible.
But be that as it may, Willy Brandt did not forget the proverbial 
metaphor in his subsequent political career, which saw him rise to the 
position of chancellor and European politician. As a person dedicated to 
the idea of unifying Germany, Brandt used the proverb “A house divided 
against itself cannot stand” as a fi tting leitmotif that gave fi gurative 
expression to the desire for reunifi cation. Just as Lincoln most likely used 
the biblical proverb frequently in oral communication, Brandt probably 
did the same in his many political discussions. Fortunately some of these 
have been recorded, notably an interview which political journalists of the 
German news magazine Der Spiegel conducted on August 28, 1978. In fact, 
in the following quotation Brandt states explicitly that he quoted Lincoln 
frequently when he argued for German unity abroad. In such discussions 
Brandt would have been speaking in English most of the time, and he 
could count on the fact that his audience would know either the biblical 
proverb or Lincoln’s use of it or both:
Ich habe über viele Jahre hinweg im Ausland um Verständnis gebeten, 
daß wir auf die Dauer nicht als ein wegen der Nazi-Zeit innerlich 
gespaltenes Volk leben könnten. Ich habe mich häufi g auf einen Satz 
von Lincoln, der auch nicht von ihm kommt, sondern den er wieder aus 
der Bibel hat—was ja auch keine Schande ist—, bezogen, daß ein in sich 
gespaltenes Haus keinen Bestand haben kann.68
(For many years I have asked for understanding abroad that we 
[Germans] cannot live forever as an internally divided people because of 
the Nazi era. I have often referred to a sentence by Lincoln which does 
not stem from him but which he in turn got from the Bible—a fact that 
is nothing to be ashamed of—that a house divided against itself cannot 
stand.)
Brandt specifi cally tells the journalists and thus their German readers 
that the proverb which he is citing from Lincoln does in fact have a 
biblical origin. This obviously is of considerable importance for the 
possible dissemination of the proverb/quotation as a loan translation in 
Germany.
A dozen years later during the tumultuous and truly exciting time of 
German reunifi cation in 1990, Brandt not surprisingly remembered his 
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previous fascination with this proverb which so aptly fi t the German political 
situation for several decades. In an address on January 31, 1990, in Tutzing 
with the title “Die Sache ist gelaufen” (The Matter [Reunifi cation] Has Run 
Its Course), Brandt made the following extremely important statement at 
the end of his remarks. First of all he declares that he has made the “House 
divided” proverb the closing leitmotif in all of the speeches that he delivered 
throughout the recently liberated former East Germany. Then he cites the 
proverb in German together with the English version and its association 
with Lincoln. He does not mention the Bible though, thus spreading the 
new German loan proverb primarily as one originating with Lincoln:
Meine Kundgebungen in der DDR schließe ich nicht von ungefähr mit 
den schönen Lincoln-Worten, daß ein in sich gespaltenes Haus nicht 
Bestand hat. “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” Das gilt für 
die gespaltene deutsche Nation; über die aktuellen Aufregungen hinaus 
auch für die Zukunft der DDR, die wieder zusammenfi nden muß und 
nicht in Haß und Rache untergehen darf.69
(I don’t close my speeches in the GDR for nothing with the 
beautiful words by Lincoln that a house divided against itself cannot 
stand. “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” That is true for the 
German nation; beyond the present-day excitement also for the future of 
the GDR which must fi nd its way to reunion and which must not vanish 
in hate and revenge.)
By citing both the German translation and the English original in his 
speeches, Brandt was not only trying to indicate the linguistic dependence 
of the German version. He knew very well that many if not most Germans 
could perfectly well understand the English text quoted from Lincoln. If the 
proverb has in fact gained some currency in Germany today, it is most likely 
cited either in German or preferably in English. The incredible infl uence 
of the Anglo-American language has, as is well known, brought a fl ood of 
English words and phrases into the German language.70
If the proverb were ever to become current in the German language, it 
would be in the wording “Ein in sich gespaltenes Haus hat keinen Bestand.” 
The German biblical versions of “Eine jegliche Stadt oder Haus, so es mit 
sich selbst uneins wird, kann’s nicht bestehen” (Matthew 12:25) and “Wenn 
ein Haus mit sich selbst uneins wird, kann es nicht bestehen” (Mark 3:25)71
have not attained proverbial status in hundreds of years and they will not do 
so considering the diminishing role that religion plays in German society. 
If this useful and historically rich proverb ever were to become current in 
German or English in Germany, then the credit would defi nitely have to go 
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to Willy Brandt who used it frequently as a metaphor to argue for German 
reunifi cation and subsequently as a warning to keep the newly established 
union intact. There is no doubt that Brandt admired Lincoln, and Lincoln 
in turn would have had equal respect for Brandt. Two great minds and 
politicians who used the same proverb to keep their people together!
The use of the “House divided” proverb in connection with Germany 
has been picked up in more recent publications, illustrating that it is in 
fact a fi tting metaphor for the German situation. Stephen J. Silvia entitled 
a scholarly pamphlet on collective bargaining in the reunited Germany by 
employing the long established formulaic remnant of the proverb: A House 
Divided: Employers and the Challenge to Pattern Bargaining in a United 
Germany (1995).72 And during the writing of this chapter an English 
translation of Hans-Dietrich Genscher’s autobiography Erinnerungen 
(Memoirs) appeared. As Germany’s longest serving Foreign Minister (1974–
1989), Genscher had played an important role in moving Germany step 
by step towards reunifi cation and also in bringing the Cold War to an end. 
When the marketing strategists at Broadway Books in New York planned 
an appropriate title for the American edition of Genscher’s memoirs, the 
following title must have come to them almost naturally: Rebuilding A House 
Divided: A Memoir by the Architect of Germany’s Reunifi cation (1998).
From everything that has been said and presented in this chapter, it 
comes almost as a surprise that the title Rebuilding A House Divided has
not been used before. It would have been most fi tting for the many studies 
that have treated the period of reconstruction that followed the Civil War. 
Perhaps Abraham Lincoln used it orally before his tragic death as he began 
to concentrate on the rebuilding of the Union. The same might be true for 
Willy Brandt before his death as he struggled to reconstruct Germany after 
its division had ceased. But there is no need for speculation at the end of this 
study of the proverb “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” There is 
no doubt that it expresses in a metaphorical fashion and thus by means of 
the “art of indirection”73 a fundamental truth about sociopolitical reality 
and human behavior confronting it. Its message since the Bible and through 
the age of Abraham Lincoln on to the modern age rings loud and clear for 
all to hear: “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”
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5
”Do Unto Others as You Would Have Them 
Do Unto You”
Frederick Douglass’s Proverbial Struggle for Civil Rights
There is no doubt that Frederick Douglass (1818–1895) was the most visible 
and infl uential African American of the nineteenth century. Together with 
Abraham Lincoln, he belongs to a select group of truly outstanding public 
fi gures of that age. Son of a slave and an unidentifi ed white man, Douglass 
escaped from slavery in 1838 after secretly having taught himself how to 
read and write. Lacking any formal education whatsoever, he nevertheless 
quickly became a driving force in the antislavery movement, impressing 
abolitionist audiences with his oratorical eloquence and imposing presence. 
He subsequently gained considerable fame both in the United States and 
in Great Britain as a vocal abolitionist, civil rights activist, and publisher of 
social reform journals. Nothing it seems could stop this vigorous crusader 
from fi ghting for a better world where people of both genders and all races 
could live together in harmony. His autobiography Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass, Written by Himself (1845; expanded twice in 1855 
and 1893) became a classic in his lifetime, and the two sets of fi ve massive 
volumes of The Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass (1950–1975), ed. by 
Philip S. Foner, and The Frederick Douglass Papers (1985–1992), ed. by John 
Blassingame, bear witness to his rhetorical skills and moral courage.
Frederick Douglass became the collective voice of the three to four 
million enslaved African Americans, a number that grew to about eight 
million by the end of his long activist life. He assumed their narrative identity, 
and when he spoke or wrote, his words were based on the authority of the 
Bible and the democratic ideals of the United States. He fought his valiant 
battle against slavery not with the gun but with words before and during 
the Civil War and until the passing in 1865 of the Thirteenth Amendment 
outlawing slavery and in 1870 of the Fourteenth Amendment giving African 
Americans the right to vote. But even after these victories he continued to 
raise his powerful voice for the causes of women’s rights, various minorities, 
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temperance, free public education, and other social causes. He was a social 
and political agitator in the best sense of that word, always arguing for the 
strength of morality, equality, and democracy.
His rhetorical prowess is legendary, but scholars have hitherto ignored 
one major element of that oratorical power, namely his repeated use of 
biblical and folk proverbs to add authoritative and generational wisdom to 
his arguments. For example, in the following list of rhetorical devices and 
techniques employed by Douglass a direct reference to proverbs is sorely 
missed: “hypothesis, explanation, illustration, personal example, irony, 
defi nition, refutation, exposé, testimony from authority, personifi cation, 
comparison-contrast, narrative, dramatic scenarios, naming names, 
denunciation, the rhetorical question, catachresis, accumulation, anaphora, 
reductio ad absurdum, antithesis, apostrophe, the pointed term, metaphor, 
analogy, visual aids [advertisements, wanted posters, books, ankle irons], 
slogans, invectives, the rhetorical jeremiad, and biblical and classical 
allusions.”1 Three unpublished theses dealing explicitly with Douglass’s 
language and style also ignore his propensity for citing proverbs. They 
speak rather generally of his use of “fi gurative language, illustration, and 
analogy,”2 “literal and fi gurative analogies,”3 and “fi gures of comparison and 
contrast such as analogy, metaphor, and antithesis.”4 Even when on occasion 
a proverb might be cited to illustrate the metaphorical style of Douglass, 
both literary and historical scholars seem to miss the obvious fact that the 
great orator is very consciously integrating proverbs into his oral speech and 
autobiographical, epistolary, and journalistic writings. William G. Allen, in 
a lecture on “Orators and Orations” delivered on June 22, 1852 in New 
York, quite appropriately spoke of “Douglass [who] is not only great in 
oratory, tongue-wise, but, considering his circumstances in early life, still 
more marvelous in composition, pen-wise.”5 Surely Allen is not merely 
speaking of “wise” in the sense of “like” here but is also implying wisdom 
as well. And clearly he is proverb-wise as well, using proverbial wisdom 
wherever possible to advance his committed fi ght for justice and liberty.
In a lecture appropriately titled “The Decision of the Hour,” delivered 
on June 16, 1861, at Rochester, New York, Douglass has perhaps unwittingly 
put forth his sociolinguistic modus operandi:
Men have their choice in this world. They can be angels, or they can 
be demons. In the apocalyptic vision, John describes a war in heaven 
[Rev. 12:7–9]. You have only to strip that vision of its gorgeous Oriental 
drapery, divest it of its shining and celestial ornaments, clothe it in the 
simple and familiar language of common sense, and you will have before 
you the eternal confl ict between right and wrong, good and evil, liberty 
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and slavery, truth and falsehood, the glorious light of love, and the 
appalling darkness of human selfi shness and sin. (3,119; III,437)6
At least to a degree, this “simple and familiar language of common sense” 
is what characterizes proverbs. As “monumenta humana,”7 as the Finnish 
proverb scholar Matti Kuusi has defi ned proverbs somewhat poetically, they 
contain the collected insights and experiences of people without representing 
a logical or universal system of philosophical thought. Instead, proverbs very 
much refl ect the dichotomies and contradictions of life, as Douglass has 
described them in the cited passage.8 Depending on the context in which 
they appear, they can take on different functions and meanings, and they 
may serve good as well as evil designs.9 Contrary to common belief, proverbs 
are anything but simple formulaic expressions, and Frederick Douglass’s use 
of them is ample proof of their importance as verbal strategies for social 
communication.10
“If You Give a Nigger an Inch, He Will Take an Ell”
Frederick Douglass is well aware of the ambivalent nature of proverbs whose 
wisdom can well be a two-edged sword. This becomes quite evident in his 
depiction of how slaveholders employ evil proverbs to justify the inhuman 
institution of slavery. A striking example is found in the very fi rst paragraph 
of Douglass’s earliest recorded speech of October 1841 addressing white 
abolitionists in Lynn, Massachusetts:
My friends, I have come to tell you something about slavery—what I 
know of it, as I have felt it. [...] I have suffered under the lash without the 
power of resisting. Yes, my blood has sprung out as the lash embedded 
itself in my fl esh. And yet my master [Thomas Auld] has the reputation 
of being a pious man and a good Christian. He was a class leader in the 
Methodist church. I have seen the pious class leader cross and tie the 
hands of one of his young female slaves, and lash her on the bare skin 
and justify the deed by the quotation from the Bible, “he who knoweth 
his master’s will and doeth it not, shall be beaten with many stripes.” 
Our masters do not hesitate to prove from the Bible that slavery is right, 
and ministers of the Gospel tell us that we were born to be slaves. (I,3)
The vicious proverbial justifi cation of slave beating is a willful mis-
interpretation of a biblical passage where the “Master” (Luke 12:13), Christ, 
tells his followers, referred to as servants, that they should prepare themselves 
and wait for their lord:
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But and if that servant say in his heart, My lord delayeth his coming; and 
shall begin to beat the menservants and maidens ... [t]he Lord of that 
servant will come in a day when he looketh not for him, and at an hour 
when he is not aware, and will cut him in sunder, and will appoint him 
his portion with the unbelievers. And that servant, which knew his lord’s 
will, and prepared not himself, neither did according to his will, shall be 
beaten with many stripes. (Luke 12:46–47).
The context makes it clear that the slaveholder is in fact the faithless 
servant who beats his own people and who as a consequence will be beaten 
for failing to follow the Lord’s commands. But that did not matter to the 
shrewd and mischievous class of slaveholders. They simply twisted part of 
the biblical parable into a precise utterance. Its frequent verbal use and its 
actual physical and painful performance rendered it into a slaveholders’ 
proverb that served as a sagacious formula to control the slaves.
Douglass quotes this slavery justifi cation proverb numerous times in his 
speeches of the 1840s, and he certainly recalled it when writing his widely 
disseminated Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Written by Himself 
(1845):
I have said my master found religious sanction for his cruelty. As an 
example, I will state one of many facts going to prove this charge. I 
have seen him tie up a lame young woman, and whip her with a heavy 
cowskin upon her naked shoulders, causing the warm red blood to drip; 
and, in justifi cation of the bloody deed, he would quote this passage of 
Scripture—“He that knoweth his master’s will, and doeth it not, shall 
be beaten with many stripes.” Master would keep this lacerated young 
woman tied up in this horrid situation four or fi ve hours at a time. I 
have known him to tie her up early in the morning, and whip her before 
breakfast; leave her, go to his store, return at dinner, and whip her again, 
cutting her in the places already made raw with his cruel lash. (N,53)11
This is a slightly more drastic rendering of the terrible scene with 
its emphasis on the running blood. It is, of course, hard to comprehend 
how a religious person, as Douglass’s master Hugh Auld claimed to be, 
would think he could justify his inhuman acts by misquoting the Bible. 
Worse demagogues, notably Adolf Hitler, have done the same with 
biblical quotations and proverbs trying to justify the killing of millions of 
people.12
Of special interest is also a hitherto unrecorded proverb which expresses 
the disregard for the life of a slave as well as his murdered body: “It was 
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a common saying, even among little white boys, that it was worth a
half-cent to kill a ‘nigger,’ and a half-cent to bury one” (N,32). In his second 
autobiography My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), Douglass explains this 
inhuman attitude further and calls it clearly a proverb, thus attesting to its 
widely held claim: “One of the commonest sayings to which my ears early 
became accustomed, on Col. Lloyd’s plantation and elsewhere in Maryland, 
was, that it was ‘worth but half a cent to kill a nigger, and half a cent to bury 
him;’ and the facts of my experience go far to justify the practical truth 
of this strange proverb” (B,204; L,516–517). In a short essay of August 
1863 in his journal Douglass’ Monthly, he returns once again to this telling 
proverb, recalling its sick validity: “When a boy, on a slave plantation the 
saying was common: ‘Half a cent to kill a Negro and half a cent to bury 
him.’—The luxury of killing and burying could be enjoyed by the poorest 
members of Southern society, and no strong temptation was required to 
induce white men thus to kill and bury the black victims of their lust and 
cruelty” (3,369).
There were, of course, many slaves who survived such pecuniary 
killings, but in that case the slaveholders tried to kill the minds of their 
“chattels.” But such mind control did not always work, for naturally 
intelligent slaves outwitted their masters, as Douglass explains through 
a fascinating contextualization of a well-known proverb: “Ignorance is a 
high virtue in a human chattel; and as the master studies to keep the slave 
ignorant, the slave is cunning enough to make the master think that he 
succeeds. The slave fully appreciates the saying, ‘where ignorance is bliss, 
‘tis folly to be wise’“ (B,172). This formulation represents a fi ne example of 
Douglass’s use of irony which easily turns the tables on the schemes of the 
slaveholders.13
And, to be sure, he knew from his own experience as a young boy what 
it means to have one’s intellectual growth stunted. In 1826, at the young age 
of eight, he was sent to Baltimore to live with Hugh and Sophia Auld and 
serve as a companion to their two-year-old son, Tommy. Things went very 
well at fi rst, with Sophia Auld beginning to teach him how to read. But this 
fruitful arrangement was soon to stop for obvious reasons:
She very kindly commenced to teach me the A, B, C. After I had learned 
this, she assisted me in learning to spell words of three or four letters. 
Just at this point of my progress, Mr. Auld found out what was going on, 
and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her, among 
other things, that it was unlawful, as well as unsafe, to teach a slave to 
read. To use his own words, further, he said, “If you give a nigger an 
inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to obey his 
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master—to do as he is told to do. Learning would spoil the best nigger in 
the world. Now,” he said, “if you teach that nigger (speaking of myself ) 
how to read, there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfi t 
him to be a slave. he would at once become unmanageable, and of no 
value to his master. As to himself, it could do him no good, but a great 
deal of harm. It would make him discontented and unhappy.” [...] From 
that moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom. [...] 
Though conscious of the diffi culty of learning without a teacher, I set 
out with high hope, and a fi xed purpose, at whatever cost of trouble, to 
learn how to read. (N,37; B,217; L,527)
The “harm” of having been introduced to reading was already done, as 
Douglass states by interpreting Mr. Auld’s perversion of the 16th century 
proverb “Give him an inch and he’ll take an ell”14 to his own advantage: 
“From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room 
any considerable length of time, I was sure to be suspected of having a book, 
and was at once called to give an account of myself. All this, however, was 
too late. The fi rst step had been taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet 
had given me the inch, and no precaution could prevent me from taking the 
ell” (N,40; B,223; L,531).
His autodidactic education could no longer be stopped, and Douglass 
has narrated the fact that he learned a great deal from studying the Bible 
and the primers of white boys in the streets of Baltimore. And in 1830, at 
the mere age of twelve, he put his meager savings to good use and bought 
himself a used copy of The Columbian Orator (1797), a popular collection 
of speeches and dialogues compiled by Caleb Bingham for the purpose of 
rhetorical and moralistic instruction.15 He read and reread passages from 
this book, putting many a passage into memory to draw upon in later life. 
Here he encountered speeches by such great orators as Cato, Cicero, George 
Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and William Pitt, and he was introduced 
to all aspects of human rights. Of special instructional use was a lengthy 
introductory essay on “General Directions for Speaking—Extracted from 
Various Authors” which provided Douglass with the rhetorical skills for 
his later life as a public speaker.16 Very much to the point, Booker T. 
Washington in his biography Frederick Douglass (1907) speaks of the fact 
that these texts “gave to young Douglass a larger idea of liberty than was 
included in his mere dream of freedom for himself, and in addition they 
increased his vocabulary of words and phrases.”17 In fact, his deep rooting 
in the language of the Bible, together with his reading of such linguistically 
sophisticated excerpts by great minds, created a linguistic prowess in 
Douglass that seemed alien to early abolitionist audiences who listened 
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to his eloquent speeches. While he was also infl uenced by the sermonic 
and at times colloquial style of Black preachers and the rich traditional 
songs of the slaves,18 he refrained almost completely from employing the 
dialect of the plantation and its quarters. In his late pamphlet Why Is the 
Negro Lynched? (1894), Douglass makes the telling statement that “when 
a black man’s language is quoted, in order to belittle and degrade him, his 
ideas are often put in the most grotesque and unreadable English, while the 
utterances of Negro scholars and authors are ignored” (4,507). Wanting to 
illustrate and prove that the intelligence of black people can match that of 
the white, Douglass very consciously chose to employ standard English and 
proved himself to be a master at it.19
That he used proverbs at all was primarily due to his interest in the 
Bible as well as the sermonic style of Black preachers, a role that he himself 
took on during many a Sunday morning in church. Religious rhetoric 
has long been based on proverbial language, using both biblical and folk 
proverbs to reach and educate the congregation.20 The other reason might 
well be that he found them in that incredibly infl uential Columbian Orator 
which Douglass read so often that he knew many passages by heart. In a 
three-page “Extract from the Eulogy on Dr. Franklin, Pronounced by the 
Abbé Fauchet, in the Name of the Commons of Paris, 1790,” he found, for 
example, the following high praise of proverbial wisdom: “The proverbs 
of ‘Old Henry,’ and ‘Poor Richard,’ are in the hands of both the learned 
and the ignorant; they contain the most sublime morality, reduced to 
popular language, and common comprehension; and form the catechism of 
happiness for all mankind.”21 And in the “Extract from Mr. Pitt’s Speech, 
in Answer to Lord Mansfi eld, on the Affair of Mr. Wilkes, 1770,” Douglass 
found the passage “My lords, there is one plain maxim, to which I have 
invariably adhered through life; that in every question in which my liberty 
or property were concerned, I should consult and be determined by the 
dictates of common sense. I confess, my lords, that I am apt to distrust the 
refi nements of learning, because I have seen the ablest and most learned 
men equally liable to deceive themselves, and to mislead others.”22 In a 
speech on March 26, 1860, at Glasgow, Douglass mentions that “common 
sense, common justice, and sound rules of interpretation all drive us to the 
words of the law for the meaning of the law” (III,349), and in an article 
on “Reconstruction” in the Atlantic Monthly of December 1866, Douglass 
speaks quite similarly of “the plain, common-sense way of doing this work 
[of reconstruction]” (4,203). And no doubt “Douglass impressed audiences 
with his sincerity, honesty, integrity, and common sense”23 during “his war 
with slavery through language.”24
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“The Crushed Worm May Yet Turn under the Heel
of the Oppressor”
When Frederick Douglass turned to proverbs to make his invaluable 
arguments against slavery, he could indeed count on being understood by his 
entire audience or readership. His use of folk proverbs in particular added a 
colloquial and metaphorical fl avor to his arguments, and it is this fi gurative 
use of language that increased the general appeal of his serious messages. 
What follows is but a small chronological selection of contextualized proverb 
examples, in which each proverbial message represents Douglass’s typical 
“common sense” philosophy. He could at times be a bit long-winded in his 
argumentation, and some of his sentences are loosely constructed. Proverbs 
help to focus or conclude such invectives:
Negro pews in the church; Negro boxes in the theatre; Negro cars on 
the railroad; Negro berths in the steamboat; Negro churches and Negro 
schools in the community, are all pernicious fruit of a wicked, unnatural, 
and blasphemous prejudice against our God-given complexion; and as 
such stand directly in the way of our progress and equality. The axe 
must be laid at the root of the tree. This whole system of things is false, 
foul, and infernal, and should receive our most earnest and unceasing 
reprobation. (5,72; March 10, 1848)
The times create their own watch-words; and the watch-words of 
one generation may not always be appropriate to another. We would 
as willingly fi ght the battle of liberty and equality under the banner 
of “Free Sons and Free Men,” as that of the Declaration of American 
Independence. “Deeds, not words,” is our motto. (5,87–88; Sept. 1, 
1848)
The old proverb, “united we stand, divided we fall,” has been fully 
and painfully illustrated by our anti-slavery experience, and it is quite 
time that we had learned its lesson of wisdom. Moral enterprises, not 
less than political and physical ones, require union of feeling, union 
of aim, union of effort. Too long, we think, has this important truth 
been underestimated. Why should the friends of abolition stand longer 
divided? Why should they not come together, and do their utmost 
to establish an abolition organization upon which all may honorably 
stand and labor together for the extirpation of the common evil of the 
country? (2,524–525; Oct. 1860)
Happily, however, in standing up in their cause I do, and you do, 
but stand in defense of the cause of the whole country. The circumstances 
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of this eventful hour make the cause of the slaves and the cause of the 
country identical. They must fall and fl ourish together. A blow struck 
for the freedom of the slave, is equally a blow struck for the safety and 
welfare of the country. As Liberty and Union have become identical, 
so slavery and treason have become one and inseparable. I shall not 
argue this point. It has already been most ably argued. All eyes see it, 
all hearts begin to feel it; and all that is needed is the wisdom and the 
manhood to perform the solemn duty pointed out by the stern logic of 
our situation. It is now or never with us. (III,494; Feb. 5, 1862; 3,215; 
Feb. 12, 1862)
“Now or never”—that is indeed a proverbial slogan for the fi nal military 
struggle against slavery during the Civil War. But as all of these references 
have shown, Douglass expresses his fears and hopes through proverbs, thus 
showing the humanity of this fi ght. Douglass is without doubt the agitator 
par excellence, calling things the way he sees them. And when he attacks the 
slaveholders of the South in ever new tirades, he is even capable of a proverb 
sentence like “Honesty is the best policy even in dealing with slaveholders” 
(5,247; II,400; Oct. 14, 1852) to add a bit of biting satire to it all.
Even though he did not condone the idea of planning a militant uprising 
of the slaves, he uttered the serious warning that it might just come to this 
in an anti-slavery lecture delivered on December 8, 1850, in his hometown, 
Rochester. It is a rhetorical masterpiece how he integrates the sixteenth-
century English proverb “Tread on a worm and it will turn” in the middle 
of his argument. The metaphor of the “worm” stands, of course, for the 
miserable life of the slave, who has been reduced by the slaveholders to the 
lowest status of animal life:
I would warn the American people, and the American government, to be 
wise in their day and generation. I exhort them to remember the history 
of other nations; and I remind them that America cannot always sit “as 
a queen,” in peace and repose; that prouder and stronger governments 
than this have been shattered by the bolts of a just God; that the time 
may come when those they now despise and hate, may be needed; when 
those whom they now compel by oppression to be enemies, may be 
wanted as friends. What has been, may be again. There is a point beyond 
which human endurance cannot go. The crushed worm may yet turn 
under the heel of the oppressor. I warn them, then, with all solemnity, 
and in the name of retributive justice, to look to their ways; for in an 
evil hour, those sable arms that have, for the last two centuries, been 
engaged in cultivating and adorning the fair fi elds of our country, may 
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yet become the instruments of terror, desolation, and death, throughout 
our borders. (2,148–149;II,271)
Anybody who experienced the civil rights marches and the struggles to 
keep them peaceful under the leadership of Martin Luther King and others 
will be experiencing a déjà vu here. This is a very precarious situation to 
which Douglass draws attention metaphorically and indirectly, but still clear 
enough for anybody to understand. And the ever acute Douglass noted well 
that his warnings and those of others were not necessarily heeded. Seven 
years later, on May 11, 1857, at New York City, he felt compelled to draw 
on the “worm” proverb again to paint a very gloomy prophecy, adding 
the proverbial expression “to fi ght the devil with fi re” at the end for good 
measure:
The time may come when even the crushed worm may turn under the 
tyrant’s feet. Goaded by cruelty, stung by a burning sense of wrong, in 
an awful moment of depression and desperation, the bondman and 
bondwoman at the south may rush to one wild and deadly struggle 
for freedom. Already slaveholders go to bed with bowie knives, and 
apprehend death at their dinners. Those who enslave, rob, and torment 
their cooks, may well expect to fi nd death in their dinnerpots.
The world is full of violence and fraud, and it would be strange if 
the slave, the constant victim of both fraud and violence, should escape 
the contagion. He, too, may learn to fi ght the devil with fi re, and for 
one, I am in no frame of mind to pray that this may be long deferred. 
(2,412–313; III,169–170)
What a reality check, to use a modern expression to characterize this 
powerful jeremiad! Douglass very honestly indicates that his pacifi st attitude 
is stretched to the brink and that the philosophy of non-violence might just 
not be workable much longer. Three years later the Civil War broke out 
without the occurrence of a mass uprising of the slaves. But little wonder 
that Frederick Douglass and his sons became staunch supporters of the war 
effort, helping to recruit black soldiers of the North to fi ght for the struggle 
to liberate the “crushed worms” of the South who could fi nally “turn” and 
stand up for freedom and human dignity.
Throughout his life’s struggles, Douglass never gave up hope that the 
lot of the slaves and then freed African Americans would improve with time 
and effort. To argue this point, he often returned to biblical proverbs to 
strengthen his authoritative argument that slaveholders will in due time be 
punished for their evil deeds. Now the slaveholders might not simply wind 
128 Proverbs Are the Best Policy
up in captivity themselves, they might also die (at least fi guratively) by the 
proverbial sword for their crimes:
The slaveholders are sleeping on slumbering volcanoes, if they did but 
know it; and I want every colored man in the South to remain there and 
cry in the ears of the oppressors, “Liberty for all or chains for all.” I want 
them to stay there with the understanding that the day may come—I do 
not say it will come, I do not say that I would hasten it, I do not say that 
I would advocate the result or aim to accomplish or bring it about,—but 
I say it may come; and in so saying, I only base myself upon the doctrine 
of the Scriptures, and upon human nature, and speaking out through 
all history. “Those that lead into captivity shall go into captivity” [Rev. 
13:10]. “Those that take up the sword shall perish by the sword” [Rev. 
13:10, Matt. 26:52]. Those who have trampled upon us for the last two 
hundred years, who have used their utmost endeavors to crush every 
noble sentiment in our bosom, and destroy our manly aspirations; those 
who have given us blood to drink for wages, may expect that their turn 
will come one day. It was in view of this fact that Thomas Jefferson, 
looking down through the vista of the future, exclaimed: “I tremble for 
my country when I refl ect that God is just, and that his justice cannot 
sleep forever.” (5,113–114; II,151–152)
It is of interest to note how Douglass in this superb piece of agitation 
circles quite literally around the idea of direct revenge by the victims on the 
oppressors. But he does not commit himself to advocate real action. His 
dual biblical proverb message remains a sincere warning, and by adding 
Jefferson’s warning of a just God to it all, he argues that punishment will 
surely come in due time, expressed proverbially as “their turn will come one 
day.” This does, in fact, occur once the Civil War is in full swing. Now the 
deserved punishment of the slaveholders has its justifi cation, and Douglass 
cites merely the more violent “sword” proverb to seal the fate of the guilty 
slaveholders:
Slavery has chosen to submit her claims to the decision of the God of 
battles. She has deliberately taken the sword and it is meet that she 
should perish by the sword. Let the oppressor fall by the hand of the 
oppressed, and the guilty slaveholder, whom the voice of truth and 
reason could not reach, let him fall by the hand of his slave. It is in 
accordance with the All-wise orderings of Providence that it should 
be so. Eternal justice can thunder forth no higher vindication of her 
majesty nor proclaim a warning more salutary to a world steeped in 
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cruelty and wickedness, than in such a termination of our system of 
slavery. Reason, argument, appeal,—all moral infl uences have been 
applied in vain. The oppressor has hardened his heart, blinded his 
mind and deliberately rushed upon merited destruction. Let his blood 
be upon his own head. (3,376; Aug. 16, 1863)
Now the proverbial leitmotif rages military and personal revenge on the 
perpetrators, and Douglass shows no restraint or mercy as slavery is slowly 
but surely wiped out. This is not a pacifi st speaking but rather a man who 
has experienced slavery and who knows of the evil deeds of the transgressors. 
The proverb has no fi gurative meaning any longer, but it must be acted out 
so that slavery can be destroyed. 
“There Is no Peace for the Wicked”
The whole path towards the Civil War was for Frederick Douglas “a moral 
revolution” (II,481; May 10, 1854), and by getting involved in it as a great 
agitator and orator, he became “the moral leader and spiritual prophet of his 
race.”25 In a speech on August 3, 1857, at Canandaigua, New York, Douglass 
expressed his moral philosophy in a succinct statement that continues to 
serve as a motto for any strife for civil rights:
Let me give you a word of the philosophy of reform. The whole history 
of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet made to 
her august claims, have been born of earnest struggle. The confl ict has 
been exciting, agitating, all-absorbing, and for the time being, putting all 
other tumults to silence. It must do this or it does nothing. If there is no 
struggle[,] there is no progress. Those who profess to favor freedom and 
yet depreciate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up 
the ground, they want rain without thunder and lightning. They want 
the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters.
This struggle must be a moral one, or it may be a physical one, and it 
may be both moral and physical, but it must be a struggle. Power concedes 
nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will. (III,204)
Several scholars have noted this passage, and Steven Kingston concludes 
his book on Frederick Douglass: Abolitionist, Liberator, Statesman (1941)
by quoting its wisdom as the most appropriate composite description of 
Douglass’s life-long crusade for civil rights: “His life is the fi nest testimony 
to his own saying: ‘If there is no struggle, there is no progress.’”26 It is 
good to know that in 1980 this sentence fi nally found its way into the 
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fi fteenth edition of John Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations as one of Douglass’s 
most signifi cant formulaic statements.27 It should survive as a quotation, 
and its concise parallel structure and fundamental wisdom might well turn 
it into a proverb yet.28 As Francis J. Grimké mentioned in his “Obituary 
Sermon” for Frederick Douglass on March 10, 1895, in the Fifteenth Street 
Presbyterian Church at Washington, D.C., Douglass “possessed a mind of 
remarkable acuteness and penetration, and of great philosophical grasp. [...] 
With the skill of a trained dialectician, [he] knew how to marshall all the 
arguments at his command, in the form of facts and principles. [...] He had 
a strong, mighty intellect. They called him the Sage of Anacostia; and so 
he was—all that the term implies—wise, thoughtful, sound of judgment, 
discriminating, far-seeing.”29
Frank M. Kirkland has summarized Frederick Douglass’s struggle towards 
enlightened progress with the idea of “moral suasion,” which he understands 
to be “the presupposition that the language of morality directly infl uences 
conduct. That is to say, moral suasion requires the belief that it can awaken 
through rhetoric moral sensibility and, as a consequence, motivate us to do 
what is good. Moreover, moral suasion is buttressed by Douglass’s affi rmation of 
Enlightenment ideas concerning a universal humanism, i.e., a singular human 
nature, and the sanctity of life, liberty, and happiness.”30 But what Kirkland 
does not mention is that folk proverbs in general and biblical proverbs31 in 
particular are by their very sapient nature expressions of moral suasion.
Even though the confl ict of slavery and liberty might not be a religious 
topic as such, Douglass repeatedly uses two biblical proverbs to argue that 
these ways of life are absolutely incompatible. In this fi rst example from a 
speech delivered on February 12, 1846, at Arbroath, Scotland, his proverbial 
argument becomes the stronger since he is in fact attacking the organized 
churches for being on the side of the slaveholders:
I maintain to the last that man-stealing is incompatible with 
Christianity—that slave-holding and true religion are at war with each 
other—and that a Free Church should have no fellowship with a slave 
church;—that as light can have no union with darkness, Christ has no 
concord with Beelzebub; and as two cannot walk together except they be 
agreed [Amos 3:3], and no man can serve two masters [Matt. 6:24],—so 
I maintain that freedom cannot rightfully be blended with slavery. Nay, 
it cannot, without stabbing liberty to the heart. (5,23; I,159)
Fifteen years later he repeats the fi rst proverb in a short essay on “Shall 
Slavery Survive the War?” in Douglass’ Monthly and replaces the second text 
by a folk proverb: “Slavery and free institutions can never live peacefully 
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together. They are irreconcilable in the light of the laws of social affi nities.—
How can two walk together, except they be agreed. Water and oil will not 
mix. Ever more, stir them as you will, the water will go to its place, and the 
oil to its. There are elective affi nities in the moral chemistry of the universe, 
as well as in the physical, and the laws controlling them are unceasingly 
operative and irrepealable” (3,143; Sept. 1861). One page later in the same 
essay Douglass feels compelled to return to this message, now pulling in the 
second Bible proverb after all: “Liberty of conscience, of speech, and of the 
press has no real life in a slave State, and can have none for any considerable 
length of time. It must either overthrow slavery, or be itself overthrown 
by slavery. ‘No man can serve two masters.’ No society can long uphold 
two systems radically different and point blank opposed, like slavery and 
freedom” (3,144). But not quite three months later, in a major address of 
December 3, 1861, at Boston, Douglass adds a third biblical proverb and an 
allusion to a fourth folk proverb to this by now standard argumentation: “The 
trouble is fundamental. Two cannot walk together except they be agreed. 
No man can serve two masters. A house divided against itself cannot stand 
[Matt. 12:35]. It is something to ride two horses going the same way, but 
impossible when going opposite ways” (III,465; repeated almost identically 
on Jan. 14, 1862, at Philadelphia; see 3,200; III,479). While the proverb 
allusion probably is a play on the proverb “When two ride one horse, one 
must sit behind” found in William Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing 
(1598),32 Douglass might well have thought of Abraham Lincoln’s famous 
“House Divided” speech of June 16, 1858 that secularized the proverb’s 
message in light of the slavery issue, when he chose this biblical proverb to 
argue against the possible co-existence of slavery and freedom.33
Frederick Douglass always takes the high road of moral suasion, as can 
be seen from yet another powerful Bible proverb which appears for several 
decades in his sermonic prophecies that evil doings will surely be punished, 
for “There can be no peace, saith the God, unto the wicked” (Isaiah 48:22). 
Douglass’s words are haunting and threatening, arguing with all his prophetic 
might that there is no escape from secular or divine punishment for one’s 
wickedness.
While this nation is guilty of the enslavement of three millions of innocent 
men and women, it is as idle to think of having a sound and lasting 
peace, as it is to think there is no God, to take cognizance of the affairs 
of men. There can be no peace to the wicked while slavery continues in 
the land, it will be condemned, and while it is condemned there will be 
agitation; Nature must cease to be nature; Men must become monsters; 
Humanity must be transformed; Christianity must be exterminated; all 
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ideas of justice, and the laws of eternal goodness must be utterly blotted 
out from the human soul, ere a system so foul and infernal can escape 
condemnation, or this guilty Republic can have a sound and enduring 
Peace. (2,139; II,259; Dec. 1, 1850)
On October 30, 1854, at Chicago, Douglass declares his guilty verdict once 
again with utmost satirical force: “Our parties have attempted to give peace to 
slaveholders. They have attempted to do what God has made impossible to be 
done; and that is to give peace to slaveholders. ‘There is no peace to the wicked, 
saith my God.’ In the breast of every slaveholder, God has placed, or stationed 
an anti-slavery lecturer, whose cry is guilty, Guilty, GUILTY; ‘thou art verily 
guilty concerning thy brother’“ (2,323; II,548). What a rhetorical stroke of 
genius to turn the anti-slavery lecturer into the conscience of the slaveholder!
In March of 1862, in an essay on “The Situation of the War” in his 
Douglass’ Monthly, Douglass, quite predictably by now, drew on yet another 
proverb from the Bible to make the following prophecy: “‘Be not deceived, 
God is not mocked, whatsoever a man soweth that shall he reap’ [Gal. 6:7]. 
This is no dream of prophecy, but a clear reading of the philosophy of social 
and political forces, illustrated by no remote experience, but by the facts 
of the present hour” (3,230). A year later, at the height of the Civil War in 
April 1863, this time in an essay on “Do Not Forget Truth and Justice” in 
the same magazine,34 Douglass simply queries “Shall we never learn that 
whatsoever we, as a nation, shall sow, that we shall certainly reap?” (3,340). 
On November 20, 1883, he connects the plant imagery of the proverb more 
directly with general ethical ideas of social politics in a speech at Washington, 
D.C., once again wanting to explain that all actions will have their results 
and that the price for wrongdoings will have to be paid:
I think it will be found that all genuine reform must rest on the 
assumption that man is a creature of absolute, infl exible law, moral and 
spiritual, and that his happiness and well-being can only be secured 
by perfect obedience to such law. All thought of evasion, by faith or 
penance, or by any means, must be discarded. “Whatever a man soweth, 
that shall he also reap,” and from this there is no appeal. (V,139)
Towards the end of his third autobiography Life and Times of Frederick 
Douglass (1893), he returns once more to the same interpretation of this 
biblical proverb: “I recognize that the universe is governed by laws which 
are unchangeable and eternal, that what men sow they will reap, and that 
there is no way to dodge or circumvent the consequences of any act or deed” 
(L,914). Only the great moral values can lead to a better life for all people 
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in hopefully more perfect societies, as Douglass has pointed out by means of 
one more biblical proverb: “Men do not live by bread alone [Deut. 8:3; Matt. 
4:4], so with nations. They are not saved by art, but by honesty. Not by the 
gilded splendors of wealth, but by the hidden treasure of manly virtue. Not 
by the multitudinous gratifi cation of the fl esh, but by the celestial guidance 
of the spirit” (2,430; III,193–194; Aug. 3, 1857).
“All Men Are Created Equal”
Throughout his long struggle for human progress, Frederick Douglass saw 
himself by his own defi nition “as an humble advocate of equal rights—as 
defender of the principle of human freedom” (2,121; May 30, 1850). And 
looking back on his life on October 21, 1890, in a speech at Washington, 
D.C., he openly declared that some gains have been made and that there 
is hope for the future: “I have seen dark hours in my life, and I have seen 
the darkness gradually disappearing and the light gradually increasing. One 
by one I have seen obstacles removed, errors corrected, prejudices softened, 
proscriptions relinquished, and my people advancing in all the elements 
that go to make up the sum of general welfare. And I remember that God 
reigns in eternity, and that whatever delays, whatever disappointments 
and discouragements may come, truth, justice, liberty, and humanity will 
ultimately prevail” (V,456). Among these great moral values, liberty seems 
to be the all-encompassing principle. Proverbially speaking, he chose the 
folk proverb of decisive and engaged action to argue for his comprehensive 
scheme of liberty: “Strike while the iron is hot. Let us have no country but a 
free country, liberty for all and chains for none. Let us have law, one gospel, 
equal rights for all, and I am sure God’s blessing will be upon us and we 
shall be a prosperous and glorious nation” (IV,31). These encouraging words 
were spoken on April 12, 1864, at Boston while the Civil War was raging 
in full force.
Douglass never gave up on his fi ght for liberty of the slaves, and he 
chose the famous proverbial words of Patrick Henry from March 23, 1775, 
as his own revolutionary battle cry in an open letter dated February 8, 1854, 
in his own Frederick Douglass’ Paper magazine:
The inspiration of liberty must be breathed into them [the slaves], till 
it shall become manifestly unsafe to rob and enslave men. The battle of 
freedom in America was half won, when the patriotic Henry exclaimed, 
Give me Liberty or Give me Death. Talking of insurrection, yes, my 
friends, a moral and bloodless one. An insurrection has been raging in this 
country for more than two hundred years. The whip has been cracking 
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and the chains clanking amid the shouts of liberty, which have gone up 
in mockery before God. The Negro has been shot down like a dog, and 
the Indian hunted like a wolf, by our prayer-making and hymn-singing 
nation.—Yes, let us have moral insurrection. Let the oppressed and down-
trodden awake, arise, and vindicate their manhood by the presentations 
of their just claims to liberty and brotherhood. Let them think and speak 
of liberty till their chains shall snap asunder; and their oppressors shall 
feel it no longer safe to ensnare and plunder them. (5,313–314)
Douglass wants to be absolutely clear that words must be followed by deeds 
if liberty is to be achieved at all. And if freedom is gained, there is always the 
danger, of course, that it might be lost again. To warn of such a fate, Douglass 
employs yet another famous quotation that has long become a standard proverb 
in common parlance. It originated with John Philpot Curran in his “Speech 
upon the Right of Election” on July 10, 1790, and not with Thomas Jefferson, 
as has been claimed by some. The precise wording was: “The condition upon 
which God has given liberty to man is eternal vigilance; which condition if he 
break, servitude is at once the consequence of his crime, and the punishment 
of his guilt.”35 At Douglass’s time as well as today the shorter variants “The 
price of liberty is eternal vigilance” or “Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty” 
have become the common way of expressing this wisdom. Douglass employed 
the proverb the fi rst time on March 17, 1848, in an essay on “The North and 
the Presidency” in his The North Star journal:
It is in strict accordance with all philosophical, as well as all experimental 
knowledge, that those who unite with tyrants to oppress the weak and 
helpless, will sooner or later fi nd the groundwork of their own rights and 
liberties giving way. “The price of liberty is eternal vigilance.” It can only 
be maintained by a sacred regard for the rights of all men. (1,296–297)
This is a serious warning especially to all slaveholders. But in a speech 
of December 28, 1862, four days before Abraham Lincoln’s “Emancipation 
Proclamation” on January 1, 1863, Douglass directs the proverb to the 
slaves who are about to be freed. While he called his speech at Zion Church 
in Rochester, New York, quite appropriately “A Day for Poetry and Song” 
in eager anticipation of the day of liberation, he has to do a bit of good old 
preaching. And what a prophecy this sermon were to become in due time:
This is no time for the friends of freedom to fold their hands and consider 
their work at an end. The price of Liberty is eternal vigilance. Even after 
slavery has been legally abolished, and the rebellion [i.e., the Civil War] 
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substantially suppressed, even when there shall come representatives 
to Congress from the States now in rebellion, and they shall have 
repudiated the miserable and disastrous error of disunion, or secession, 
and the country shall have reached a condition of comparative peace, 
there will still remain an urgent necessity for the benevolent activity of 
the men and the women who have from the fi rst opposed slavery from 
high moral conviction.
Slavery has existed in this country too long and has stamped its 
character too deeply and indelibly, to be blotted out in a day or a year, or 
even a generation. The slave will yet remain in some sense a slave, long 
after the chains are taken from his limbs; and the master will retain much 
of the pride, the arrogance, imperiousness and conscious superiority and 
love of power, acquired by his former relation of master. Time, necessity, 
education, will be required to bring all classes into harmonious and 
natural relations. (3,311; III,544–545)
The ensuing period of Reconstruction proved Douglass right, and still 
today, several generations after the emancipation of the slaves, the American 
society is confronting racial and social injustices.
It should not be surprising, after what has been said about Douglass’s 
effective use of the two proverbs “Give me liberty or give me death” and 
“The price of liberty is eternal vigilance,” that he turned to yet a third 
famous quotation that quickly turned into a proverb. It was coined and 
penned by Thomas Jefferson in his “Declaration of Independence” (1776) 
that begins with the memorable statement: “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their 
creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness.” Douglass knew these phrases well, and he cited 
them repeatedly, especially the proverb that “All men are created equal,” in 
order to argue for equality and liberty:
It is a signifi cant fact, that while meetings for almost any purpose under 
heaven may be held unmolested in the city of Boston, that in the same 
city, a meeting cannot be peaceably held for the purpose of preaching the 
doctrine of the American Declaration of Independence, “that all men are 
created equal.” The pestiferous breath of slavery taints the whole moral 
atmosphere of the north, and enervates the moral energies of the whole 
people. (2,146; II,268; Dec. 8, 1850)
You [the American people] declare, before the world, and are 
understood by the world to declare, that you “hold these truths to be self 
evident, that all men are created equal; and are endowed by their Creator 
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with certain inalienable rights; and that, among these are life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness;” and yet, you hold securely, in a bondage which, 
according to your own Thomas Jefferson, “is worse than ages of that which 
your fathers rose in rebellion to oppose,” a seventh part of the inhabitants of 
your country. (2,200; II,383; July 5, 1852)36
The following fi nal example relating to the “Declaration of 
Independence” and its proverbial wisdom that “All men are created equal” 
shows a truly impressive trait of Frederick Douglass as a public agitator. He 
worked on his facts, and yes, albeit without any formal education, he did 
research to get the true facts out before the public. There was a great deal of 
detailed knowledge necessary for Douglass to stand in Halifax, England, on 
January 6, 1860, to deliver these intriguing remarks about the manuscript 
development of Jefferson’s document:
At fi rst, the reference to slavery was very feeble [in it]. In the fi rst draft 
of the declaration of American independence, there was a condemnation 
of slavery, and one of the charges brought against George III, was that 
he had forced upon the American colonies, by violence and cruelty, the 
inhuman traffi c of selling men and women.37 It was in consequence of 
the power of slavery at that time that this passage was struck out from 
the original document. The declaration which was afterwards published 
appeared without these words. That declaration declared that this truth 
was self-evident; that all men were created equal, and had all an equal 
right to life, liberty, property, and the pursuit of happiness. The word 
“white,” which the modern abettors of slavery would interpolate, did not 
appear, but the passage said “all men,” all kindreds, tongues, and tribes 
on the face of the earth. (III,301–302)
Amen! Those are words that should not be forgotten today as the civil 
rights movement continues to fi ght for equal rights. The emphasis in the 
proverb “All men are created equal” is on “all,” and the word “men” is clearly 
meant to denote men and women of all races and creeds. It should be no 
surprise then to learn that “All Rights For All”38 was chosen for the motto 
of the Frederick Douglass’ Paper weekly journal when it began publication in 
1851 to spread the message of equality and liberty for all people.
“Be the Architect of Your own Fortune”
Frederick Douglass had the opportunity to observe for thirty years after the 
Civil War how the fate of the African Americans would play out. And what 
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he saw would have crushed almost any crusader for equality and justice. 
With the Civil War still raging, Douglass expressed plenty of fears for the 
future of his race in a talk on “The Mission of the War” on January 13, 
1864, in New York City. He begins with an allusion to the proverb “Great 
oaks from little acorns grow” and then argues against the “universal” truth 
that “Revolutions never go backward”:
I know that the acorn involves the oak, but I know also that the 
commonest accident may destroy its potential character and defeat 
its natural destiny. One wave brings its treasure from the briny deep, 
but another often sweeps it back to its primal depths. The saying that 
revolutions never go backward must be taken with limitations. The 
revolution of 1848 was one of the grandest that ever dazzled a gazing 
world. It overturned the French throne, sent Louis Philippe into exile, 
shook every throne in Europe, and inaugurated a glorious Republic. 
Looking from a distance, the friends of democratic liberty saw in the 
convulsion the death of kingcraft in Europe and throughout the world. 
Great was their disappointment. Almost in the twinkling of an eye, 
the latent forces of despotism rallied. The Republic disappeared. [...] 
Though the portents are that we shall fl ourish, it is too much to say that 
we cannot fail and fall. (3,387; IV,4–5)
The paragraph does not mention slavery in particular or the future of 
the slaves in general, but it is implied that much caution will be necessary 
once the war will be over that newly gained rights and privileges will not be 
lost again.
But it is race, racial prejudice to the point of hate and murder, that 
occupies the fi ghting spirit of this champion of civil rights at every turn. 
The so-called “color line” is growing stronger instead of weaker during this 
period, while Douglass struggles with all of his verbal might to break it 
down:
Can this prejudice against color, as it is called, be accounted for by 
circumstances outside and independent of race or color? If it can be 
thus explained, an incubus may be removed from the breasts of both 
the white and the black people of this country, as well as from that large 
intermediate population which has sprung up between these alleged 
irreconcilable extremes. It will help us to see that it is not necessary that 
the Ethiopian shall change his skin, nor needful that the white man shall 
change the essential elements of his nature, in order that mutual respect 
and consideration may exist between the two races. (4,347)
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In this passage from his essay on “The Color Line,” published in The
North American Review in June 1881, Douglass alludes to the biblical 
proverb “Can the Ethiopian change his skin, or the leopard his spots?” (Jer. 
13:23) to indicate the impossibility and nonnecessity for whites or blacks to 
change their color.39 All that is needed is “mutual respect and consideration,” 
something that holds true today in any racial tensions.
But Douglass returns to the proverb that “A leopard cannot change his 
spots” in a major address on “The Nation’s Problem” on April 16, 1889, at 
Washington, D.C. This time he makes the interesting point that “pride” in 
both races might prevent them from having that “mutual respect.” He wants 
equality, not superiority of either race:
But it may be said that we shall put down race pride in the white 
people by cultivating race pride among ourselves. The answer to this 
is that devils are not cast out by Beelzebub [proverbial expression from 
Matt. 12:24], the prince of devils. The poorest and meanest white man 
when he has nothing else to command him says: “I am a white man, 
I am.” We can all see the low extremity reached by that sort of race 
pride, and yet we encourage it when we pride ourselves upon the fact 
of our color. Let us do away with this supercilious nonsense. If we are 
proud let it be because we have had some agency in producing that 
of which to be proud. Do not let us be proud of what we can neither 
help nor hinder. The Bible put us in the condition in this respect of 
the leopard, and says that we can no more change our skin than the 
leopard his spots. If we were unfortunate in being placed among a 
people with whom our color is a badge of inferiority, there is no need 
of our making ourselves ridiculous by forever, in words, affecting to 
be proud of a circumstance due to no virtue in us, and over which we 
have no control. (V,412)
Note, though, that Douglass is not saying that the black people should 
not be proud of their achievements as they carve out ever better lives for 
themselves. The pride should come from making progress, a typical point 
of view for Frederick Douglass. That is exactly what he had said about six 
years earlier in a lecture appropriately called “Our Destiny is Largely in Our 
Own Hands,” delivered on April 16, 1883, in the nation’s capital: “There 
is power in numbers, wealth and intelligence, which can never be despised 
nor defi ed. All efforts thus far to diminish the Negro’s importance as a man 
and as a member of the American body politic, have failed” (4,359; V,65). 
The proverb that “There is power in numbers,” together with its extension 
to include money and education, expresses Douglass’s dream for the black 
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race, i.e., to become independent, self-suffi cient and respected members of 
the American society.
Despite prophetic warnings, Douglass is always hopeful that there 
might just be light at the end of the tunnel. Why warn of danger if there 
is no chance for avoiding it! During the troubled times of Reconstruction, 
Douglass returned to one of his major lectures which he wrote and delivered 
for the fi rst time in 1859 and read more than fi fty times to audiences across 
the United States, Canada, and Great Britain. The address is called “Self-
Made Men,” and it contains a number of proverbs that stress the fact that the 
American ideal of fi nding one’s own way in life also applies to the black man. 
In March, 1893, Douglass repeated the speech at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, 
and it is in these comments that he gives his people hope for a better future. 
All that seems to be needed is good old solid work, a bit of elbow grease, 
and two feet to stand on. Douglass does not use the pragmatic proverb “If at 
fi rst you don’t succeed, try, try, try again,” but it could stand for a summary 
of this message. The proverbial expression of “To pull oneself up by one’s 
bootstraps” might also serve the purpose of describing Douglass’s idea of 
self-made men, who certainly must be willing to work:
We may explain success mainly by one word and that word is WORK! 
WORK!! WORK!!! WORK!!!! Not transient and fi tful effort, but patient, 
enduring, honest, unremitting and indefatigable work, into which the 
whole heart is put, and which, in both temporal and spiritual affairs, is 
the true miracle worker. Every one may avail himself of this marvelous 
power, if he will. There is no royal road to perfection. [...] The lesson 
taught at this point by human experience is simply this, that the man 
who will get up will be helped up; and the man who will not get up will 
be allowed to stay down. This rule may appear somewhat harsh, but in 
its general application and operation it is wise, just and benefi cent. I 
know of no other rule which can be substituted for it without bringing 
social chaos. Personal independence is a virtue and it is the soul out of 
which comes the sturdiest manhood. (V,556–557)
Obviously Douglass knew what he was talking about in all of the 
repetitions of this speech, for “in the truest sense of the word, he became a 
‘self-made’ man.”40 Based on solid Protestant work ethics, Douglass developed 
a sort of “myth of success,”41 but it must be remembered his “standard 
speech on ‘Self-Made Men’ accentuated the morality of success rather than 
its economics.”42 Be that as it may, “self-reliance was the answer,”43 even if 
the path to success is diffi cult if not treacherous. This is, of course, what the 
proverb “There is no royal road to perfection” is meant to say.
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Douglass’s reliance on proverbs in this speech based on a pragmatic 
approach to life does not end there. Wanting to stress that it is high time 
that black men take their life in their own hands, and that there is great 
need that they do so, he begins a subsequent paragraph with an appropriate 
proverb that is then explained as a sound piece of advice:
Necessity is not only the mother of invention, but the mainspring of 
exertion. The presence of some urgent, pinching, imperious necessity, 
will often not only sting a man into marvelous exertion, but into a sense 
of the possession, within himself, of powers and resources which else 
had slumbered on through a long life, unknown to himself and never 
suspected by others. A man never knows the strength of his grip till 
life and limb depend upon it. Something is likely to be done when 
something must be done. (V,558)
All of this is true, of course, for the struggling black people. Only 
hard work and self-reliance will get them into the mainstream of American 
society, as yet another short paragraph based on two additional proverbs, 
one of classical and the other of sixteenth-century British origin, makes 
perfectly clear:
The primary condition upon which men have and retain power and skill 
is exertion. Nature has no use for unused power. She abhors a vacuum. 
She permits no preemption without occupation. Every organ of body 
and mind has its use and improves by use. “Better to wear out than to 
rust out,” is sound philosophy as well as common sense. (V,559)
But speaking of common sense, Douglass remembers a whole string of 
other proverbs and proverbial phrases to add to his sermon on success and 
progress. His audiences, well acquainted with these bits of folk speech and 
wisdom, must have been delighted with the following paragraph, hopefully 
taking heed of its serious advice:
As a people, we have only a decent respect for our seniors. We cannot be 
beguiled into accepting empty-headed sons for full-headed fathers. As 
some one has said, we dispense with the smoke when the candle is out. 
In popular phrases we exhort every man as he comes upon the stage of 
active life, “Now do your level best!” “Help yourself!” “Put your shoulder 
to the wheel!” “Make your own record!” “Paddle your own canoe!” “Be 
the architect of your own fortune!” (V,570)
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And then comes yet another fi nal paragraph with two proverbs, asserting 
that a good time will be coming for the black race because America, where 
self-made men are possible, is a wonderful exception as far as the rest of the 
world is concerned:
We have as a people no past and very little present, but a boundless 
and glorious future. With us, it is not so much what has been, or what 
is now, but what is to be in the good time coming. Our mottoes are 
“Look ahead!” and “Go ahead!,” and especially the latter. Our moral 
atmosphere is full of the inspiration of hope and courage. Every man has 
his chance. If he cannot be President he can, at least, be prosperous. In 
this respect, America is not only the exception to the general rule, but 
the social wonder of the world. (V,571)
Is this not moral suasion at its best? In the true spirit of the tradition 
of jeremiads, Douglass reminds the black citizens that their past was horrid 
slavery, that their present is problematic at best, but their future looks bright 
because at least they have a chance! The struggle to become a self-made 
man, and a good one at that, exists for each of them, and so the march 
for civil rights and a good life based on moral principles goes on with 
hopeful self-assurance. With the future-oriented worldview of Americans 
as an uplifting concept,44 the proverb “Hope springs eternal” does indeed 
hold true.
“Do unto Others as You Would Have Them Do unto You”
Morality and religion were one and the same thing for Frederick Douglass, 
and it should come as no surprise that the so-called “Golden Rule” of 
Christianity, in the form of the proverb “Do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you” (Matt. 7:12), would become the perfect expression of 
human equality for him. It appears again and again for over fi fty years in 
his speeches and writings, and it must be considered as Douglass’s rhetorical 
and philosophical leitmotif. Having made this claim, it is of special interest 
how Douglass used it for the fi rst time in only his fi fth recorded speech 
on “The Southern Style of Preaching to Slaves” on January 28, 1842, in 
Boston. He repeated the following excerpt many times, and this satirical 
masterpiece has come to be known as the “Slaveholder’s Sermon” among 
Douglass scholars. In it Douglass ridicules the hypocritical behavior of 
preachers who in their preaching would pervert Jesus’ word to justify the 
evil schemes of slavery:
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But what a mockery of His [Christ’s] religion is preached at the South! I 
have been called upon to describe the style in which it is set forth. And I 
fi nd our ministers there learn to do it at the northern colleges. I used to 
know they went away somewhere I did not know where, and came back 
ministers; and this is the way they would preach. They [the southern 
ministers] would take a text—say this:—“Do unto others as you would 
have others do unto you.” And this is the way they would apply it. They 
would explain it to mean, “slaveholders, do unto slaveholders what you 
would have them do unto you:”—and then looking impudently up to 
the slaves’ gallery, (for they have a place set apart for us, though it is said 
they have no prejudice, just as is done here in the northern churches;) 
looking high up to the poor colored drivers and the rest, and spreading 
his hands gracefully abroad, he says, (mimicking,) “And you too, my 
friends, have souls of infi nite value—souls that will live through endless 
happiness or misery in eternity. Oh, labor diligently to make your calling 
and election sure. Oh, receive into your souls these words of the holy 
apostle—‘Servants, be obedient unto your masters.’ (Shouts of laughter 
and applause.) Oh, consider the wonderful goodness of God! Look at 
your hard, horny hands, your strong muscular frames, and see how 
mercifully he has adapted you to the duties you are to fulfi l! (continued 
laughter and applause) while to your masters, who have slender frames 
and long delicate fi ngers, he has given brilliant intellects, that they may 
do the thinking, while you do the working.” (Shouts of applause.) It has 
been said here at the North, that the slaves have the gospel preached to 
them. But you will see what sort of a gospel it is:—a gospel which, more 
than chains, or whips, or thumb-screws, gives perpetuity to this horrible 
system. (I,16–17)45
As can be seen from the shouts and applause from the audience, this 
must have been quite a performance by Douglass with plenty of sarcasm and 
mimicry: “His voice and the movements of his body drew everyone to him. 
The physicality—the sexuality—reached round to encircle the audience as 
he reached out to them and they to him, making complete this ritual of 
oratory said and heard [and seen!].”46 Even though this was a memorable 
show by the young and eager abolitionist, Douglas was nevertheless very 
serious about his attack on the misappropriation of one of the noblest laws 
of life.47
Being thoroughly entrenched in the abolitionist movement for personal 
and humanitarian reasons, Douglass gave the noble cause a solid endorsement 
in his speech on March 30, 1847, at London, now even placing abolitionism 
on the basic truth of the Golden Rule:
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When the history of the emancipation movement shall have been fairly 
written, it will be found that the abolitionists of the nineteenth century 
were the only men who dared to defend the Bible from the blasphemous 
charge of sanctioning and sanctifying Negro slavery. [...] It will then be seen 
that they were the men who planted themselves on the immutable, eternal, 
and all-comprehensive principle of the sacred New Testament—“All things 
whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto 
them”—that, acting on this principle, and feeling that if the fetters were 
on their limbs, the chain upon their own persons, the lash falling quick 
and hard upon their own quivering bodies, they would desire their fellow 
men about them to be faithful to their cause; and, therefore, carrying out 
this principle, they have dared to risk their lives, fortunes, nay, their all, for 
the purpose of rescuing from the tyrannous grasp of the slaveholder these 
3,000,000 of trampled-down children of men. (1,217; II,32)
Looking at matters a bit more globally, Douglass exclaimed: “I despise 
that religion that can carry Bibles to the heathen on the other side of the 
globe and withhold them from heathen on this side48—which can talk about 
human rights yonder and traffi c in human fl esh here. I love that which 
makes its votaries do to others as they would that others should do to them” 
(II,100; Sept. 24, 1847).
But Douglass is certain that the slaveholders will pay for their sins in 
due time (beginning the following statement with an allusion to the proverb 
“There can be no peace for the wicked” discussed above), and even if the law 
cannot touch them, they will be haunted by their own guilty conscience:
Verily there is a God to bring to nought the counsels of wicked men. 
They seek peace for the Slaveholder, but to the Slaveholder there can be 
no peace; his is a bad business; to him, while a Slaveholder, there can be 
neither peace of mind nor peace of conscience. If they could close up all 
Anti-Slavery Conventions, take all our Publications, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 
and the portions of the Bible which teach that men should do to others as 
they should wish to be done by, place them in the District of Columbia, 
set a match to them until the fl ames reached the sky; if they could have 
every abolitionist’s tongue cut out, thus to procure their silence, they will 
not have obtained their object, for deep down in the secret corners of the 
Slaveholder’s soul, God Almighty has planted an abolition sentinel in his 
monitor, the conscience. (II,465; April 13, 1854)
That is a true fi re and brimstone sermon by a skilled orator and preacher. 
If only the slaveholders would have heard Douglass, but they didn’t attend 
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the abolition conventions, of course. Nevertheless, if there was any decency 
left in them, their guilty conscience must have tormented them at night and 
on their deathbed.
Douglass certainly agreed that after the Civil War ended and slavery had 
been abolished, the problematic era of Reconstruction brought at least some 
improvements to the lot of the former slaves. There was even progress being 
made in the fi eld of human rights, but then, on October 15, 1883, the United 
States Supreme Court declared the Civil Rights Act of 1875 null and void, 
a great shock and disappointment to all who were struggling for universal 
equal rights.49 Frederick Douglass reacted with his impassioned speech “The 
Decision Has Humbled the Nation” on October 22, 1883, at Lincoln Hall 
in Washington, D.C., right under the very eyes of the Supreme Court:
Social equality does not necessarily follow from civil equality, and yet for 
the purpose of a hell black and damning prejudice, our papers still insist 
that the Civil Rights Bill is a Bill to establish social equality.
If it is a Bill for social equality, so is the Declaration of Independence, 
which declares that all men have equal rights; so is the Sermon on the 
Mount, so is the Golden Rule, that commands us to do to others as we 
would that others should do to us; so is the Apostolic teaching, that of 
one blood God has made all nations to dwell on all the face of the earth; 
so is the Constitution of the United States, and so are the laws and 
customs of every civilized country in the world; for no where, outside of 
the United States is any man denied civil rights on account of his color. 
(4,403; V,123; L,979–980)
Douglass knew very well and had expressed it many times, that social 
equality must be earned through hard work, and his idea of the “self-made 
man” had been making progress towards this goal ever so slowly when the 
Civil Rights Bill unfortunately was struck down by the highest court in 
the country. But civil equality is a fundamental right, as he states with 
plenty of frustration and satire in his voice. In fact, so agitated was he about 
this setback that he devotes an entire chapter to this debacle in his third 
autobiography Life and Times (1893), where he also reprints this particular 
passage.50 This was indeed a major setback, and its effects led eventually to 
the Civil Rights Movement of the twentieth century under the nonviolent 
leadership of Martin Luther King. The “Golden Rule” proverb “Do unto 
others as you would have them do unto you” served Frederick Douglass 
and his various causes extremely well, and there is no reason why this most 
humane wisdom should not continue to be the guiding light for civil rights 
in this country and throughout the world.
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“No Man Liveth unto Himself”
In closing, it might be well to return one more time to Frederick Douglass’s 
famous lecture on “Self-Made Men” of March 1893. He begins it with an 
appropriate quotation from Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Man (1733–1734): 
“The saying of the poet that ‘The proper study of mankind is man,’51 and 
which has been the starting point of so may lectures, essays and speeches, 
holds its place, like all other great utterance, because it contains a great truth 
and truth alike for every age and generation of men. It is always new and can 
never grow old. It is neither dimmed by time nor tarnished by repetition; 
for man, both in respect of himself and of his species, is now, and evermore 
will be, the center of unsatisfi ed human curiosity” (V,546). Over thirty years 
earlier, in one of the fi rst versions of this often repeated and varied speech 
entitled “The Trials and Triumphs of Self-Made Men” (1860), Douglass had 
called on a quotation of William Shakespeare to make a similar philosophical 
point: “To the great dramatic poet, all the world is a stage,52 and men but 
players; but to all mankind, the world is a vast school. From the cradle to the 
grave, the oldest and the wisest, not less than the youngest and the simplest, 
are but learners; and those who learn most, seem to have most to learn” 
(III,291; Jan. 4, 1860). And Frederick Douglass was both a good student 
and a good teacher of mankind and the world. As an engaged participant on 
the stage of nineteenth-century America in particular, he heeded the advice 
of the Bible as well, as he states towards the end of his autobiography Life 
and Times (1893), beginning his refl ections with yet another quotation from 
the Bible which, just like the two worldly quotations just mentioned, has 
long since become a wise proverb among the people:
No man liveth unto himself, or ought to live unto himself. My life 
has conformed to this Bible saying, for, more than most men, I have 
been the thin edge of the wedge to open for my people a way in many 
directions and places never before occupied by them. It has been mine, 
in some degree, to stand as their defense in moral battle against the shafts 
of detraction, calumny and persecution, and to labor in removing and 
overcoming those obstacles which, in the shape of erroneous ideas and 
customs, have blocked the way to their progress. (L,941)
Those are deep philosophical yet simple and humble words. Douglass 
does not even mention in addition to his constant battle for the black 
race his fi ght for women and for civil rights in general. In all of these 
struggles, he was always the superb communicator. One hears talk today 
of that or the other national politician being a great communicator, but 
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they don’t even come close to touching the rhetorical and persuasive genius 
of Douglass. This unique man worked untiringly to serve his fellow men, 
he never lost sight of his goals, and he even had a good sense of humor to 
deal with it all. During an interview on September 6, 1891, in Baltimore, 
the seventy-four-year-old Douglass said with much vigor and proverbial 
wit: “I am unwilling to be an idler, but hope to exert whatever infl uence I 
may possess so long as my life lasts. [...] Mr. Douglass then said, laughing 
heartily: It is true I am now growing old, but I can say like Dr. Jackson said 
to President Quincy, of Harvard University, when asked when he expected 
to die, ‘I shall die, I suppose, when I am in need of a doctor, when I am 
about ninety years old and not before then.’ But I certainly shall wear, 
and not rust out” (V,478–479). So he ends with yet another folk proverb 
that has been in general currency for several centuries. At this particular 
moment he is using its wisdom for a good measure of humor, but both 
proverbs of the Bible and folk proverbs also served him extremely well as 
he made himself understood to people of all races, creeds, and genders 
through his engaged voice and pen. He believed in the rhetoric of common 
sense, and proverbs were the perfect verbal tools for his efforts. He never 
used the proverb “Progress never stands still,” but his own formulation of 
“If there is no struggle, there is no progress” deserves to be entered into the 
annals of American proverbs. May the struggle for civil rights continue, 
and may it be based on Frederick Douglass’s principles of morality, justice, 
liberty, humanity, and, last but not least, common sense.
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“It’s Not a President’s Business to Catch Flies”
Proverbial Rhetoric in Presidential Inaugural Addresses
After yet another American presidential election in which the political 
rhetoric of the two principal candidates John Kerry and George W. 
Bush seemed rather uninspired, trite and devoid of colorful metaphors, 
it might be of general interest to take a glance at the verbal prowess of 
previous American presidents. Modern presidents, certainly since Harry 
S. Truman, are relying ever more on speech writers and advisors who put 
words into their mouths that lack emotional vigor and instead are replete 
with statistics and factual information. It is, however, to be hoped that 
presidents of this large nation will at least continue to labor on their own 
inaugural addresses as relatively short public speeches that attempt to set 
the stage for the new presidency.
Obviously every president in his turn has delivered more infl uential and 
signifi cant addresses than that at the beginning of his presidential years in 
offi ce, but choosing the inaugural speeches as the corpus of this investigation 
makes it possible to investigate the use and function of proverbial language 
in one precise type of address. Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall 
Jamieson, in their informative book Deeds Done in Words: Presidential 
Rhetoric and the Genres of Governance (1990), have convincingly shown that 
inaugural addresses are a distinct rhetorical genre: “Presidential inaugurals 
are epideictic rhetoric because they are delivered on ceremonial occasions, 
link past and future in present contemplation, affi rm or praise the shared 
principles that will guide the incoming administration, ask the audience to 
gaze upon traditional values, employ elegant, literary language, and rely on 
heightening of effect by amplifi cation and reaffi rmation of what is already 
known and believed.”1 Regarding the special language of the “epideictic 
timelessness”2 of these addresses, the two authors also observe that “the 
language of great inaugurals captures complex, resonant ideas in memorable 
phrases. Americans still recall [...] Lincoln’s ‘With malice toward none, with 
charity for all’ [...] and John Kennedy’s ‘Ask not what your country can do 
for you; ask what you can do for your country’ remains memorable. Such 
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phrases illustrate special rhetorical skill in reinvigorating traditional values; 
in them familiar ideas become fresh and take on new meaning.”3 This is true, 
of course, but it should be noted that some of these “memorable phrases” 
have in fact become American proverbs. Furthermore, and perhaps even 
more importantly, the inaugural speeches do not only use “elegant, literary 
language” but rather to a noticeable extent proverbial expressions, including 
biblical and folk proverbs. As the new presidents wish to communicate with 
all the American people, the common language and wisdom of proverbs is 
perfectly suitable for effective rhetoric at these inaugural rites of passage. 
No note has hitherto been taken of this signifi cant proverbial aspect of the 
special rhetoric at presidential inaugurations. 
In order to show what role traditional proverbial language has played in 
inaugural addresses, all fi fty-fi ve ceremonial speeches by thirty-eight presidents 
have been carefully studied. (John Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Andrew Johnson, 
Chester A. Arthur, and Gerald Ford did not give an inaugural address, since 
they took over the presidency after a death or assassination.) Rather than 
citing the references from the inaugural speeches from the published papers 
of the individual presidents, this chapter makes use of John Gabriel Hunt’s 
edited volume on The Inaugural Addresses of the Presidents (1997). It should 
be noted at the outset that the proverb “It’s not a president’s business to catch 
fl ies”4 is the only American proverb registered in A Dictionary of American 
Proverbs (1992) that refers to the presidency. It was recorded during the 
second half of the twentieth century in the state of Illinois, and it was not 
used by any presidents, as far as is known. Nevertheless, it does express 
with much imagination and a colorful metaphor that presidents deal with 
big issues. Had one of the two presidential candidates used this proverb 
or others during the most recent campaign, they might well have scored 
some points or gained a few points just because of the expressiveness of this 
folk wisdom. Instead they talked and argued in platitudes and bureaucratic 
jargon that lacked any sign of proverbial insight into the seriousness and 
humor of the people.
From George Washington to John Quincy Adams
A comparison of the words uttered by George Washington in his concise fi rst 
inaugural address delivered on April 30, 1789, with those spoken during the 
political campaign of the year 2004 makes it abundantly clear that the political 
rhetoric in the United States is at a low level. This is not to say that Washington 
amasses proverbs and proverbial expressions in his speech. Not at all, but he 
couches his language in proverb allusions, and his audience will most certainly 
have understood the wisdom expressed in the following words:
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The foundation of our national policy will be laid in the pure and 
immutable principles of private morality, and the preeminence of free 
government [will] be exemplifi ed by all the attributes which can win 
the affections of its citizens and command the respect of the world. [...] 
There is no truth more thoroughly established than that there exists 
in the economy and course of nature an indissoluble union between 
virtue and happiness; between duty and advantage; between the genuine 
maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy and the solid rewards of 
public prosperity and felicity. (6)5
The two “maxims” (proverbs) alluded to are most likely “Honesty is the 
best policy” and “Happiness is the best reward,” two bits of folk wisdom 
that the people of the young nation could embrace with conviction and 
commitment. Washington’s second inaugural address of March 4, 1793, 
consists of merely two very short paragraphs in which he expresses his 
willingness to take over the heavy burdens of the government once again. It 
defi nitely makes sense that he chose not to include a proverb in this short 
text that expresses no particular philosophical or pragmatic message.
John Adams, as the second president of the United States, did not 
employ any proverbs in his considerably longer inaugural address on March 
4, 1797. However, he starts his remarks with some historical thoughts whose 
complexity is rhetorically eased by the inclusion of the proverbial expression 
of “the middle course” that was no longer possible at the founding of this 
country:
When it was fi rst perceived, in early times, that no middle course for 
America remained between unlimited submission to a foreign legislature 
and a total independence of its claims, men of refl ection were less 
apprehensive of danger from the formidable power of fl eets and armies they 
must determine to resist than from those contests and dissensions which 
would certainly arise concerning the forms of government to be instituted 
over the whole and over the parts of this extensive country. (13–14)
As the third president, Thomas Jefferson also stayed away from proverbs 
in his two inaugural addresses of March 4, 1801 and 1805. However, in the 
introductory paragraph of his fi rst address, Jefferson makes use of one of the 
many proverbial metaphors that speaks of the state as a ship or vessel that 
needs to be steered by a presidential captain: 
Utterly, indeed should I despair did not the presence of many whom I 
here see remind me that in the other high authorities provided by our 
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Constitution I shall fi nd resources of wisdom, of virtue, and of zeal 
on which to rely under all diffi culties. To you, then, gentlemen, who 
are charged with the sovereign functions of legislation, and to those 
associated with you, I look with encouragement for that guidance and 
support which enable us to steer with safety the vessel in which we are all 
embarked amidst the confl icting elements of a troubled world. (24) 
I can’t recall having heard either George W. Bush or John Kerry use 
the proverbial phrase of “the ship of state” that needs to be piloted in our 
truly troubled world today, even though this fi tting metaphor has been in 
use since classical antiquity.6 Other presidents have used it, and in Frederick 
Douglass’s speeches and essays the proverbial phrase became a leitmotif.7 But 
fi nally, even though Jefferson did not employ proverbs in his two inaugural 
addresses, it must not be forgotten that we owe him one of the most 
powerful proverbs of them all. After all, his statement in the Declaration 
of Independence (1776) that “All men are created equal”8 has long become 
proverbial in the English speaking world. 
James Madison, the fourth president of the young nation, faced a vexing 
problem with the War of 1812 which had gone badly at the time of his 
second inauguration on March 4, 1813. In his comments on this situation 
he most certainly has the proverb “One sword (drawn) keeps another in its 
scabbard” in mind: 
To render the justice of the war on our part the more conspicuous, the 
reluctance to commence it was followed by the earliest and strongest 
manifestations of a disposition to arrest its progress. The sword was scarcely 
out of the scabbard before the enemy was apprised of the reasonable 
terms on which it would be resheathed. Still more precise advances were 
repeated, and have been received in a spirit forbidding every reliance not 
placed on the military resources of the nation. These resources are amply 
suffi cient to bring the war to an honorable issue. (46)
One is reminded here of the war of words during the Cold War period 
in the second half of the twentieth century, one that was also fought with 
proverbial rhetoric expressed in words, caricatures, and cartoons.9
The fi fth president, James Monroe, delivered two rather lengthy 
inaugural addresses on March 4, 1817, and March 5, 1821. However, he 
does not exhibit any particular inclination towards proverbial language. 
Merely during some general introductory comments in his fi rst speech 
does he have recourse to a proverbial phrase. He is, of course, quite right in 
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stating that new presidents have an obligation of “shedding much light” on 
what their upcoming administration will do:
In commencing the duties of the chief executive offi ce it has been the 
practice of the distinguished men who have gone before me to explain the 
principles which would govern them in their respective administrations. 
In following their venerated example my attention is naturally drawn to 
the great causes which have contributed in a principal degree to produce 
the present happy condition of the United States. They will best explain 
the nature of our duties and shed much light on the policy which ought 
to be pursued in the future. (50)
In fact, Monroe provides future presidents with a defi nition and purpose 
of these inaugural addresses.
John Quincy Adams, sixth president and until George W. Bush the only 
son of a former president, made use of the proverbial phrase “to enjoy the 
fruits of one’s labor” in his inaugural speech of March 4, 1825: “We now 
receive it [the government] as a precious inheritance from those to whom we 
are indebted for its establishment, doubly bound by the examples which they 
have left us and by the blessings which we have enjoyed as the fruits of their 
labors to transmit the same unimpaired to the succeeding generation” (76). 
Of course, enjoying the benefi ts of the hard labor of previous generations 
also means the obligation of handing the precious country on in good 
shape, a motif that is often used today in political parlance when politicians 
speak of making this country a better place to be for the children. Adams 
concludes his speech by calling on God to help him with his daunting task 
as the new president, a rhetorical topos that has been part of these speeches 
throughout history. By citing the biblical proverb “Except the Lord keep the 
city, the watchman waketh but in vain” (Psalms 127:1), he humbly places 
his presidency under the ultimate guidance of the Almighty:
To the guidance of the legislative councils, to the assistance of the 
executive and subordinate departments, to the friendly cooperation of 
the respective state governments, to the candid and liberal support of the 
people so far as it may be deserved by honest industry and zeal, I shall 
look for whatever success may attend my public service; and knowing 
that ‘except the Lord keep the city the watchman waketh but in vain,’ 
with fervent supplications for His favor, to His overruling providence I 
commit with humble but fearless confi dence my own fate and the future 
destinies of my country. (83)
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From Andrew Jackson to James Buchanan
As the seventh president of the United States, Andrew Jackson presented 
somewhat of a shopping list of his governmental priorities in his fi rst 
inaugural address on March 4, 1829. He is not particularly proverbial in 
his speech, but he does at least make use of the proverbial phrase “to be the 
exception to the rule” in his comments: “With regard to a proper selection 
of the subjects of impost with a view to revenue, it would seem to me that 
the spirit of equity, caution, and compromise in which the Constitution 
was formed requires that the great interests of agriculture, commerce, and 
manufactures should be equally favored, and that perhaps the only exception 
to this rule should consist in the peculiar encouragement of any products of 
either of them that may be found essential to our national independence” 
(88–89). He then continues singling out such matters as education and 
the military, and one is reminded of similar statements by more modern 
presidents.
Martin Van Buren, in his four years as the eighth president, did not 
prove to be a very popular or successful occupant of the White House due 
to an economic depression and the vexing problem of slavery. He was well 
aware, in his inaugural address of March 4, 1837, that he was to tread in the 
proverbial footsteps of his predecessors:
The practice of all my predecessors imposes on me an obligation I 
cheerfully fulfi ll—to accompany the fi rst and solemn act of my public 
trust with an avowal of the principles that will guide me in performing 
it and an expression of my feelings on assuming a charge so responsible 
and vast. In imitating their example I tread in the footsteps of illustrious 
men, whose superiors it is our happiness to believe are not found on the 
executive calendar of any country. (97)
Unfortunately he slipped only too quickly out of the footsteps of the early 
presidential giants and can hardly be considered an illustrious president.
Even though William Henry Harrison, the ninth president, gave 
the longest inaugural address (23 pages) on March 4, 1841, he shows no 
predilection for proverbial rhetoric.10 He merely employs the adjective 
“proverbial” to describe the impressive commercial vigor of the American 
citizens: “The resources of the country are abundant, the enterprise and 
activity of our people proverbial, and we may well hope that wise legislation 
and prudent administration by the respective governments, each acting 
within its own sphere, will restore former prosperity” (128–129). It is 
almost surprising that Harrison does not add such proverbs as “Business 
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before pleasure” or “Business is business” which were already current at that 
time.11 Of course, President Harrison had no chance to prove himself as 
the man who brought the country back to economic prosperity. He died of 
pneumonia after only one month in offi ce. Vice President John Tyler took 
over the reigns as the tenth president without an inaugural address12 and 
was so unsuccessful in his job that he did not decide to seek the presidency 
in 1844. In fact, the next three presidents also lasted only one term each, as 
the issues over slavery and the maintenance of the federal union became ever 
more prevalent. Neither James Polk nor Zachary Taylor employed proverbial 
language in their inaugural addresses, and Vice President Millard Fillmore, 
who became the thirteenth president after the death of President Taylor, did 
not deliver a speech when he was sworn in on July 10, 1850.
Franklin Pierce as the fourteenth president addressed international 
concerns in his inaugural address on March 4, 1853, assuring his listeners in 
this country and abroad that he would, proverbially speaking, leave no blot 
upon the hitherto peaceful record of the United States:
We have nothing in our history or position to invite aggression; we have 
everything to beckon us to the cultivation of relations of peace and amity 
with all nations. Purposes, therefore, at once just and pacifi c will be 
signifi cantly marked in the conduct of our foreign affairs. I intend that 
my administration shall leave no blot upon our fair record, and trust that 
I may safely give the assurance that no act within the legitimate scope 
of my constitutional control will be tolerated on the part of any portion 
of our citizens which cannot challenge a ready justifi cation before the 
tribunal of the civilized world. (166)
But with the inauguration of James Buchanan as the fi fteenth president 
on March 4, 1857, the nation had gained a leader who sided with slavery 
interests. Buchanan made it perfectly clear in his inaugural address that he 
was a strong believer in popular sovereignty, i.e., the right of individual states 
to decide for themselves whether to tolerate slavery within their boundaries. 
And to appease strong slavery interests, he made shrewd use of the proverb 
“Time is a great corrective,” which also brings to mind such variants as 
“Time assuages everything” or “Time changes everything.” But here is what 
he actually said, clearly using the proverb as a dangerous manipulative tool:
The whole territorial question being thus settled upon the principle of 
popular sovereignty—a principle as ancient as free government itself—
everything of a practical nature has been decided. No other question 
remains for adjustment, because all agree that under the Constitution 
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slavery in the states is beyond the reach of any human power except 
that of the respective states themselves wherein it exists. May we not, 
then, hope that the long agitation on this subject is approaching its end 
[...]. Most happy will it be for the country when the public mind shall 
be diverted from this question to others of more pressing and practical 
importance. [...] It [the agitation] has alienated and estranged the people 
of the sister states from each other, and has even seriously endangered 
the very existence of the Union. Nor has the danger yet entirely ceased. 
Under our system there is a remedy for all mere political evils in the 
sound sense and sober judgment of the people. Time is a great corrective. 
Political subjects which but a few years ago excited and exasperated the 
public mind have passed away and are now forgotten. [..] Let every 
Union-loving man, therefore, exert his best infl uence to suppress this 
agitation, which since the recent legislation of Congress is without any 
legitimate object. (177–178)
This is indeed effective proverbial rhetoric, with the proverb serving 
as the ultimate appeaser in this case. Little wonder that Buchanan strongly 
supported the ill-conceived Dred Scott decision of the Supreme Court 
during the very fi rst year of his presidency. It unfortunately opened the 
fl oodgates of slavery into territories hitherto not open to slavery. 
From Abraham Lincoln to William McKinley
Fortunately the great sixteenth American president, Abraham Lincoln, 
elevated the principles of the Union above those of the states in regard to 
slavery. It took a Civil War to wipe out this inhuman institution, during 
which time Lincoln used powerful rhetoric in which proverbs take on a 
strong argumentative and persuasive role.13 His fi rst inaugural address of 
March 4, 1861, is not especially memorable, but it certainly establishes 
a fi rm agenda to combat slavery throughout the country while trying to 
maintain the Union. Lincoln did not succeed with avoiding the Civil War, 
but by the time he uttered his second inaugural speech exactly four years 
later on March 4, 1865, one of the greatest American presidents ever spoke 
words of wisdom that are still remembered today. He did see the end of this 
gruesome war before he himself was assassinated, but in this speech a few 
weeks earlier he rose to oratorical heights that have not been surpassed by 
any subsequent president.
But what made his short remarks at the second inauguration so very 
special? Obviously Lincoln was expected to say something about slavery, and 
he did exactly that. However, he also cites two proverbs from the Bible to 
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underscore his major point that slavery is indeed wrong while at the same time 
warning his listeners to be careful in their judgments of others. In all of his 
condemnations of slavery Lincoln is ready and willing to fi nd a way to bring 
North and South back together and to save the Union, especially as the Civil 
War is drawing to an end. For him, all Americans deserve to be treated alike:
One-eighth of the whole population [of the United States] were colored 
slaves, not distributed generally over the Union, but localized in the 
southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful 
interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war. To 
strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which 
the insurgents would rend the Union even by war, while the government 
claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement 
of it. Neither part expected for the war the magnitude or the duration 
which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of 
the confl ict might cease with or even before the confl ict itself should 
cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental 
and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God, 
and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that 
any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their 
bread from the sweat of other men’s faces, but let us judge not, that 
we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of 
neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. 
[...] Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge 
of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all 
the wealth piled by the bondsman’s 250 years of unrequited toil shall be 
sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid 
by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, 
so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous 
altogether.” (200–201)
While he changes the proverb “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat 
bread” (Genesis 3:19) to ridicule the exploitive and inhuman treatment of 
the slaves by slaveholders, he cites the cautionary proverb “Judge not, lest 
ye be judged” (Matthew 7:1) with but a small change. And yet, his use of 
the personal pronoun “we” gives this comment a sense of humility by the 
leader of those who are about to win the Civil War. To the double proverbial 
wisdom Lincoln adds yet another Bible quotation, albeit without any claim 
to proverbiality. Nevertheless, the biblical claim that “The judgments of 
the Lord are true and righteous altogether” (Psalms 19:9) place the entire 
confl ict and its resolution squarely into God’s hands. 
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But as if these three well-known Bible references do not already have 
enough rhetorical and moral persuasiveness, Lincoln adds his by now famous 
concluding paragraph to it to signal that he as president will deal humanely 
with the perpetrators once the Civil War is over:
With malice toward none, with charity for all, with fi rmness in the right 
as God gives us to see the right, let us thrive on to fi nish the work we 
are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have 
borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may 
achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with 
all nations. (201)
The subsequent era of Reconstruction would certainly have proceeded 
on a more humane footing if President Lincoln could have lived out his 
second term. The phrase “With malice toward none, with charity for all” 
is not a proverb, but it most certainly is proverbially known and has long 
entered standard dictionaries of quotations as one of the greatest statements 
ever made by an American president.14
Vice President Andrew Johnson served out Lincoln’s remaining term 
(actually almost all four years of it). Then the Republicans chose the victorious 
General Ulysses S. Grant as their presidential candidate in 1868. His skill as 
a fi eld commander did not make him Lincoln’s equal in oratorical ability. In 
his second inaugural address, Grant as the eighteenth president merely uses 
the rather plain proverbial expression “In God’s own good time” to bring 
his point across that the country will surely move towards an ever greater 
nation:
In future, while I hold my present offi ce, the subject of acquisition of 
territory must have the support of the people before I will recommend 
any proposition looking to such acquisition. I say here, however, that 
I do not share in the apprehension held by many as to the danger of 
governments becoming weakened and destroyed by reason of their 
extension of territory. Commerce, education, and rapid transit of 
thought and matter by telegraph and steam have changed all this. Rather 
do I believe that our Great Maker is preparing the world, in His own 
good time, to become one nation, speaking one language, and when 
armies and navies will be no longer required. (213)
If Grant could survey the United States at the beginning of the twenty-
fi rst century, he might well have to cite the proverb “God’s mills grind 
slowly” to describe the present state of affairs.
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Rutherford B. Hayes, James A. Garfi eld, Chester A. Arthur, Grover 
Cleveland, Benjamin Harrison, and again Grover Cleveland as the nineteenth 
to twenty-fourth presidents, did not bother with proverbial language in 
their inaugural addresses. But that changes with the remarks which William 
McKinley, the twenty-fi fth president, gave at his two inaugurations. He 
begins his fi rst address on March 4, 1897, with the topos of humility in the 
face of his daunting task and argues proverbially that he intends to walk in 
the footsteps of God: “Our faith teaches that there is no safer reliance than 
upon the God of our fathers, who has so singularly favored the American 
people in every national trial, and who will not forsake us so long as we 
obey His commandments and walk humbly in His footsteps” (277). But he 
departs rather quickly from these rather standard references to the Almighty 
by turning to the “almighty dollar,”15 as the phrase goes:
Our fi nancial system needs some revision; our money is all good now, 
but its value must not further be threatened. [...] Most of our fi nancial 
laws are the outgrowth of experience and trial, and should not be 
amended without investigation and demonstration of the wisdom of the 
proposed changes. We must be both “sure we are right” and “make haste 
slowly.” If, therefore, Congress, in its wisdom, shall deem it expedient 
to create a commission to take under early consideration the revision of 
our coinage, banking and currency laws, and give them that exhaustive, 
careful and dispassionate examination that their importance demands, I 
shall cordially concur in such action. (278)
Thus spoke a fi scal conservative at the end of the nineteenth century, 
and the two proverbs “Be sure you’re right, then go ahead” and “Make haste 
slowly” suited him extremely well in his argument for monetary stability.
Two pages later, still talking about fi nancial matters, President McKinley 
turns to the early nineteenth-century proverb “Pay as you go” as a sapiential 
rule for how the government should conduct its business: “The best way for 
the government to maintain its credit is to pay as it goes—not by resorting 
to loans, but by keeping out of debt—through an adequate income secured 
by a system of taxation, external or internal, or both” (280). When he turns 
to diplomatic issues, he comes up with the statement that “Our diplomacy 
should seek nothing more and accept nothing less than is due us” (285). 
There is a sententious if not proverbial ring to this concise formulation 
(perhaps based on the old proverb “Give everyone his due”), but the 
utterance has not found its way into any books of memorable phrases thus 
far. It might be seen, however, as a sign that presidents do attempt to come 
up with memorable phrases in their inaugural addresses.
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As can be seen from the speech at his second inauguration on March 
4, 1901, William McKinley has an inclination towards proverbial rhetoric. 
Looking into the future of his powerful and thriving country, he makes use 
of three proverbs in but one powerful paragraph:
Distrust of the capacity, integrity, and high purposes of the American 
people will not be an inspiring theme for future political contests. 
Dark pictures and gloomy forebodings are worse than useless. These 
only becloud, they do not help to point the way of safety and honor. 
“Hope maketh not ashamed.” The prophets of evil were not the 
builders of the Republic, nor in its crises since have they saved or 
served it. The faith of the fathers was a mighty force in its creation, and 
the faith of their descendants has wrought its progress and furnished 
its defenders. They are obstructionists who despair, and who would 
destroy confi dence in the ability of our people to solve wisely and for 
civilization the mighty problems resting upon them. The American 
people, entrenched in freedom at home, take their love for it with 
them wherever they go, and they reject as mistaken and unworthy 
the doctrine that we lose our own liberties by securing the enduring 
foundations of liberty to others. Our institutions will not deteriorate 
by extension, and our sense of justice will not abate under tropic suns 
in distant seas. As heretofore, so hereafter will the nation demonstrate 
its fi tness to administer any new estate which events devolve upon 
it, and in the fear of God will “take occasion by the hand and make 
the bounds of freedom wider yet.” If there are those among us who 
would make our way more diffi cult, we must not be disheartened, but 
the more earnestly dedicate ourselves to the task upon which we have 
rightly entered. The path of progress is seldom smooth. New things 
are often found hard to do. Our fathers found them so. We fi nd them 
so. They are inconvenient. They cost us something. But are we not 
made better for the effort and sacrifi ce, and are not those we serve 
lifted up and blessed? (291–292)
The biblical proverb “Hope maketh not ashamed” (Romans 5:5) is well 
suited to argue for a positive outlook on the future of the Union, one that 
befi ts the future-oriented worldview of the American people.16 President 
McKinley’s optimistic claims are strengthened by the use of the classical 
proverb “Take occasion by the hand (forelock)” and the fi ttingly altered 
version of Shakespeare’s quotation long turned proverb “The path of true 
love never runs smooth” from the play Midsummer Night’s Dream. This is 
indeed a magisterial employment of biblical, literary, and folk proverbs, 
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and his enthusiastic audience no doubt reacted with pride to this string of 
proverbial statements.
The end of McKinley’s second inaugural address is also of interest, and 
not only because he does not complete his remarks with the more or less 
traditional humility topos of placing the ultimate fate of the country into 
the hands of God. Instead, he discusses expansionist policies regarding the 
Philippines which the United States as a new world power had taken into its 
possession during the Spanish-American War. To add a bit of patriotic fervor 
to his statement, he draws on the proverbial triad of “life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness” of Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence: 
“The greater part of the inhabitants [of the Philippines] recognize American 
sovereignty and welcome it as a guarantee of order and security for life, 
property, liberty, freedom of conscience, and the pursuit of happiness” 
(295). This certainly is an interesting use of this slogan of independence as 
the United States is occupying a foreign country.
From Theodore Roosevelt to Herbert Hoover
The “Rough Rider” Theodore Roosevelt, who had become the twenty-sixth 
president after McKinley’s assassination in September of 1901, delivered his 
inaugural address for his own four-year-term in offi ce on March 5, 1905. 
One might have expected to fi nd some solid proverbial rhetoric in the speech 
by this vital and dynamic politician. But in his short comments of not even 
three pages he did no more than allude to the proverb “Deeds, not words,” 
a piece of wisdom that is certainly in accord with his own activity level: 
Much has been given us, and much will rightfully be expected from us. 
We have duties to others and duties to ourselves; and we can shirk neither. 
We have become a great nation, forced by the fact of its greatness into 
relations with other nations of the earth, and we must behave as beseems 
a people with such responsibilities. Toward all other nations, large and 
small, our attitude must be one of cordial and sincere friendship. We 
must show not only in our words, but in our deeds, that we are earnestly 
desirous of securing their goodwill by acting toward them in a spirit of 
just and generous recognition of all their rights. (300)
These are rather humble words by the energetic veteran and hero of the 
Spanish American War, whose down-to-earth forthrightness made him a 
very popular president indeed.
With Theodore Roosevelt’s help, William Howard Taft became the 
twenty-seventh president, presenting his rather long inaugural address 
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(fi fteen pages) on March 9, 1909. Like his predecessor, Taft is not particularly 
colloquial in his remarks. In fact, he merely uses a proverbial expression to 
make the point that care must be taken in race relations, that good intentions 
for increased governmental appointments of Blacks may “do more harm 
than good.” This does not seem to be a particularly engaged statement for 
civil rights. But here are his own words:
The Negroes are now Americans. [...] We are charged with the sacred 
duty of making their path as smooth and easy as we can. Any recognition 
of their distinguished men, any appointment to offi ce from among their 
number, is properly taken as an encouragement and an appreciation 
of their progress, and this just policy should be pursued when suitable 
occasion offers. But it may well admit of doubt whether, in the case of 
any race, an appointment of one of their number to a local offi ce in 
a community in which the race feeling is so widespread and acute as 
to interfere with the ease and facility with which the local government 
business can be done by the appointee is of suffi cient benefi t by way of 
encouragements to the race to outweigh the recurrence and increase of 
race feeling which such an appointment is likely to engender. Therefore 
the executive, in recognizing the Negro race by appointments, must 
exercise a careful discretion not thereby to do it more harm than good. 
On the other hand, we must be careful not to encourage the mere 
pretense of race feeling manufactured in the interest of individual 
political ambition. (318)
This is a rather convoluted paragraph with too many if ’s and but’s instead
of straight language for integration of the government, even though Taft 
continues by stating, “Personally, I have not the slightest race prejudice or 
feeling” (318). Taft is much more forthright a page later when he discusses 
the need for “laws for the application of safety devices to save the lives and 
limbs of employees of interstate railroads” (319). In fact, he repeats his 
alliterative binary formula by proclaiming, “I shall be glad, whenever any 
additional reasonable safety device can be invented to reduce the loss of life 
and limb among railway employees, to urge Congress to require its adoption 
by interstate railways” (319). But where is the call for laws protecting the 
civil rights of the Blacks and other minorities?
With Woodrow Wilson as the two-term twenty-eighth president, the 
White House had as its occupant an intellectual who had previously been 
president of Princeton University. As one might expect, Wilson struck a 
rather philosophical note in his fi rst inaugural address on March 4, 1913. 
While he too begins his speech with mentioning the great past of this 
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country, he cautions that “the evil has come with the good” (324). And then 
follow two paragraphs that amass such proverbial expressions as “To see the 
bad with the good,” “To have fair play,” “To have second thoughts,” “To 
have the scales fall of one’s eyes,” and “To make up one’s mind.” He clearly 
wants to confront the citizens with what we would call today a “reality 
check,” and he adds quite a bite to his jeremiad by satirically reducing 
the prevailing American philosophy of life to the proverb “Every man for 
himself.” The fact that he cites two variations of the proverb that indicate 
the all-pervasiveness of this worldview from one generation to another 
makes his statement especially powerful:
At last a vision has been vouchsafed us of our life as a whole. We see 
the bad with the good, the debased and decadent with the sound and 
vital. With this vision we approach new affairs. Our duty is to cleanse, 
to reconsider, to restore, to correct the evil without impairing the good, 
to purify and humanize every process of our common life without 
weakening or sentimentalizing it. There has been something crude and 
heartless and unfeeling in our haste to succeed and be great. Our thought 
has been “Let every man look out for himself, let every generation look 
out for itself,” while we reared giant machinery which made it impossible 
that any but those who stood at the levers of control should have a 
chance to look out for themselves. We had not forgotten our morals. We 
remembered well enough that we had set up a policy which was meant 
to serve the humblest as well as the most powerful, with an eye single to 
the standards of justice and fair play, and remembered it with pride. But 
we were very heedless and in a hurry to be great.
We have come now to the sober second thought. The scales of 
heedlessness have fallen from our eyes. We have made up our minds to 
square every process of our national life again with the standards we so 
proudly set up at the beginning and have always carried at our hearts. 
Our work is a work of restoration. (325)
This is quite a proverbial wake-up call for the nation. The last paragraph 
with its appropriate integration of the proverbial phrase “To hang in the 
balance” concludes this humanely inspired speech. This is not a boisterous 
president who speaks only of the greatness of the United States. Instead, 
one senses the sincerity and humility of Abraham Lincoln in these remarks, 
a man who did not have the intellectual schooling of Wilson but who 
certainly equalled him in moral wisdom. As Woodrow Wilson put it: “This 
is not a day of triumph; it is a day of dedication. Here muster, not the forces 
of party, but the forces of humanity. Men’s hearts wait upon us; men’s lives 
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hang in the balance; men’s hopes call upon us to say what we will do. Who 
shall live up to the great trust? Who dares fail to try? I summon all honest 
men, all patriotic, all forward-looking men, to my side. God helping me, I 
will not fail them, if they will but counsel and sustain me!” (327–328). 
Little did Woodrow Wilson know that the next year World War I 
would break out in Europe! In fact, one month after his second inaugural 
address on March 5, 1917, the United States declared war on Germany. 
This speech lacks proverbial passages save one in the fi rst paragraph. Here 
Wilson looks back at the accomplishments of his fi rst term in offi ce, and 
it is with considerable pride that he speaks proverbially of having put the 
governmental house back in order:
The four years which have elapsed since last I stood in this place have 
been crowded with counsel and action of the most vital interest and 
consequence. Perhaps no equal period in our history has been so fruitful 
of important reforms in our economic and industrial life or so full of 
signifi cant changes in the spirit and purpose of our political action. We 
have sought very thoroughly to set our house in order, correct the grosser 
errors and abuses of our industrial life, liberate and quicken the processes 
of our national genius and energy, and lift our politics to a broader view 
of the people’s essential interests. (329–330)
With the horrors of World War I fading, Warren G. Harding, the 
twenty-ninth president, had campaigned on the promise of returning the 
country once and for all to “normalcy.” Arguing for a more vigorous trade 
policy in time of peace, he paraphrased the biblical proverb “Give and you 
shall receive (Give, and it shall be given unto you)” (Luke 6:38) to add 
traditional wisdom to his economic message: “We must understand that ties 
of trade bind nations in closest intimacy, and none may receive except as he 
gives. We have not strengthened ours in accordance with our resources or 
our genius, notably on our continent, where a galaxy of republics refl ects the 
glory of new-world democracy, but in the new order of fi nance and trade we 
mean to promote enlarged activities and seek expanded confi dence” (340). 
Still speaking of economic matters, Harding argues proverbially that there 
must be plenty of “give and take” in getting matters back on track:
The business world refl ects the disturbances of war’s reaction. [...] The 
normal balances have been impaired, the channels of distribution have 
been clogged, the relations of labor and management have been strained. 
We must seek the readjustment with care and courage. Our people must 
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give and take. Prices must refl ect the receding fever of war activities. 
Perhaps we shall never know the old levels of wages again, because war 
invariably readjusts compensations, and the necessaries of life will show 
their inseparable relationship, but we must strive for normalcy to reach 
stability. (343)
Echoing his immediate predecessor, Woodrow Wilson, Harding 
also calls for putting the proverbial house in order: “We contemplate the 
immediate task of putting our public household in order. We need a rigid 
and yet sane economy, combined with fi scal justice, and it must be attended 
by individual prudence and thrift, which are so essential to this trying hour 
and reassuring for the future” (342). And also in keeping with Wilson’s 
moral stance, Harding places the goal of his administration on the proverb 
“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” (Matthew 7:12), the 
Golden Rule: “Service is the supreme commitment of life. I would rejoice 
to acclaim the era of the Golden Rule and crown it with the autocracy of 
service. I pledge an administration wherein all the agencies of government 
are called to serve, and ever promote an understanding of government 
purely as an expression of the popular will” (346). Those are truly noble 
words, and the Golden Rule in one of its proverbial variants ought to be 
the guiding principle of all governments and their people.17 It is surprising 
that later presidents (except for mere allusions to it by Calvin Coolidge and 
Richard Nixon) have not picked up on this fundamental law of human 
ethical behavior in their inaugural addresses.
On March 4, 1925, Calvin Coolidge from the rural state of Vermont 
became the thirtieth president of the United States. Like other presidents 
before him, he begins his inaugural address with a short historical glance at 
the greatness of the American nation:
Because of what America is and what America has done, a fi rmer courage, 
a higher hope, inspires the heart of all humanity. These results have not 
occurred by mere chance. They have been secured by a constant and 
enlightened effort marked by many sacrifi ces and extending over many 
generations. We cannot continue these brilliant successes in the future, 
unless we continue to learn from the past. [...] We must realize that 
human nature is about the most constant thing in the universe and that 
the essentials of human relationship do not change. We must frequently 
take our bearings from these fi xed stars of our political fi rmament if we 
expect to hold a true course. If we examine carefully what we have done, 
we can determine the more accurately what we can do. (350)
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The seafaring proverbial expression “to hold a true course” is a perfect 
fi t for the thoughts of a person who is taking over the helm of the ship of 
State. As to the sententious remark on what has been done and what can 
be done, it might well be structured on a truly famous speech by Abraham 
Lincoln. He had started his well-known “House Divided” speech of June 
16, 1858, with the statement “If we could fi rst know where we are, and 
whither we are tending, we could then better judge what to do, and how to
do it.”18 It was in this speech that Lincoln employed the biblical proverb 
“A house divided against itself cannot stand” (Mark 3:25) to describe how 
slavery was threatening the survival of the Union.19
Even though the American language owes the proverb “The business of 
America is business”20 to Calvin Coolidge, this taciturn president actually 
attempted to stay away from fi xed phrases. Right at his inauguration he 
stated that “If we wish to continue to be distinctively American, we must 
continue to make that term comprehensive enough to embrace legitimate 
desires of a civilized and enlightened people determined in all their relations 
to pursue a conscientious and religious life. We cannot permit ourselves to 
be narrowed and dwarfed by slogans and phrases. It is not the adjective, but 
the substantive, which is of real importance. It is not the name of the action, 
but the result of the action, which is the chief concern” (351). But later in 
his speech he clearly builds on the two biblical proverbs “Judge not, lest ye 
be judged” and “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” and 
adds the folk proverb of “God helps those who help themselves” for good 
measure:
Our program is never to oppress, but always to assist. But while we do 
justice to others, we must require that justice be done to us. With us a 
treaty of peace means peace, and a treaty of amity means amity. We have 
made great contributions to the settlement of contentious differences in 
both Europe and Asia. But there is a very defi nite point beyond which 
we cannot go. We can only help those who help themselves. Mindful of 
these limitations, the one great duty that stands out requires us to use 
our enormous powers to trim the balance of the world. (354–354)
These comments are thoroughly based on proverbial slogans, and 
the change of the proverb “God helps those who help themselves” to the 
collective “We [Americans] can only help those who help themselves” is a 
clear indication of the president’s willingness to fl ex the powerful muscles 
of the country in world affairs. The altered proverb might also imply the 
unseemly but not uncommon attitude that Americans (collectively) are 
God—or at least God’s surrogate decision makers in world affairs.
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Towards the end of his speech on various principles for which America 
stands, the new president draws a very positive picture for the future of the 
country:
The encouraging feature of our country is not that it has reached its 
destination, but that it has overwhelmingly expressed its determination 
to proceed in the right direction. It is true that we could, with profi t, be 
less sectional and more national in our thought. It would be well if we 
could replace much that is only false and ignorant prejudice with a true 
and enlightened pride of race. But the last election showed that appeals 
to class and nationality had little effect. We were all found loyal to a 
common citizenship. The fundamental precept of liberty is toleration. 
We cannot permit any inquisition either within or without the law or 
apply any religious test to the holding of offi ce. The mind of America 
must be forever free. (359–360)
The claim that “The fundamental precept of liberty is toleration” is 
clearly of a linguistic structure and conciseness that gives it the ring of 
a sententious remark or slogan. It has not gained proverbiality, but it is 
surprising that it has not entered the many dictionaries of quotations.21 Be 
that as it may, Coolidge and his natural terseness of language appears to have 
a natural inclination to formulaic statements, and he seems to have failed in 
his attempt to avoid them!
The thirty-fi rst president, however, was more successful in not reducing 
American ideals to readymade phrases. Herbert Hoover in his inaugural 
speech of March 4, 1929, basically repeated what Calvin Coolidge had said 
earlier: “These ideals and aspirations [of America] are the touchstones upon 
which the day-to-day administration and legislative acts of government 
must be tested. More than this, the government must, so far as lies within 
its proper power, give leadership to the realization of these ideals and to the 
fruition of these aspirations. No one can adequately reduce these things of 
the spirit to phrases or to a catalogue of defi nitions” (373). Consequently, 
his fi rst speech as president is void of quotable phrases and proverbs. But 
there is, perhaps, one exception to this claim. It appears that he might allude 
to the proverb “There is no royal road to learning (success)” in the following 
comment:
There is no short road to the realization of these aspirations. Ours is a 
progressive people, but with a determination that progress must be based 
upon the foundation of experience. Ill-considered remedies for our faults 
bring only penalties after them. But if we hold the faith of men in our 
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mighty past who created these ideals, we shall leave them heightened and 
strengthened for our children. (373)
Whether President Coolidge in his time in offi ce was more proverbial 
than President Hoover in his turn can, of course, only be ascertained by 
investigating all of their speeches and writings.
From Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Dwight D. Eisenhower
Never again will there be a president of the United States who will have the 
opportunity of delivering four inaugural addresses! But Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt as the thirty-second president did exactly that, and he did so with 
much pervasive rhetorical power. The beginning paragraph of his speech 
at the fi rst inauguration on March 4, 1933, is a telling example of his 
oratorical abilities that were to dominate American politics during the next 
twelve years, while Winston Churchill soared to rhetorical heights in Great 
Britain and Adolf Hitler manipulated the German language to bring about 
World War II and the Holocaust. All three political leaders made ample 
use of proverbial language to convince their respective people of their plans 
and intentions.22 Roosevelt himself began his fi rst inaugural speech with a 
statement that included the three proverbial texts “To speak the truth, the 
whole truth, and nothing but the truth,” “The only thing we have to fear is 
fear itself,” and “To be a dark hour”:
I am certain that my fellow Americans expect that on my induction into 
the presidency I will address them with a candor and a decision which the 
present situation of our nation impels. This is preeminently the time to 
speak the truth, the whole truth, frankly and boldly. Nor need we shrink 
from honestly facing conditions in our country today. This great nation 
will endure as it has endured, will revive and will prosper. So, fi rst of all, 
let me assert my fi rm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear 
itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustifi ed terror which paralyzes needed 
efforts to convert retreat into advance. In every dark hour of our national 
life a leadership of frankness and vigor has met with that understanding 
and support of the people themselves which is essential to victory. I am 
convinced that you will again give that support to leadership in these 
critical days. (377–378)
As Roosevelt promised the country a New Deal after the devastating 
depression, he chose his words well when he proclaimed with much optimism 
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that “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” This statement has long 
found its way into quotation dictionaries and even into the Dictionary of 
American Proverbs (1992).23 However, the editors of these collections of 
quotations and proverbs are quick to point out that Roosevelt based his 
sententious remark on a number of possible sources:
Whenever conscience commands anything, there is only one thing to 
fear, and that is fear (St. Theresa of Avila, c. 1575)
The thing I fear most is fear (Michel Eyquem de Montaigne, 
1580)
Nothing is terrible except fear itself (Francis Bacon, 1623)
The only thing I am afraid of is fear (Arthur Wellesley, Duke of 
Wellington, 1831)
Nothing is so much to be feared as fear (Henry David Thoreau, 1851)24
Perhaps Roosevelt alone or with the help of speech writers coined 
this variant of the formulaic theme of fearing fear, but it might also have 
been formulated in knowledge of some of these earlier statements. In 
any case, in its unique wording it has correctly become associated with 
Franklin D. Roosevelt,25 and in the mind of most Americans he did in fact
invent it.
With a sense of optimism and courage and the willingness to be 
innovative in governmental programs, Roosevelt called the nation into 
revitalized action. Little wonder that he cites the proverbial expression “To 
put the house in order” at this occasion, as Woodrow Wilson and Warren G. 
Harding had done before him. But Roosevelt now adds the proverb “First 
things fi rst” in order to stress that certain priorities have to be set in getting 
the country back on its feet:
Through this program [the New Deal] of action we address ourselves to 
putting our own national house in order and making income balance 
outgo. Our international trade relations, though vastly important, 
are in point of time and necessity secondary to the establishment of a 
sound national economy. I favor as a practical policy the putting of fi rst 
things fi rst. I shall spare no effort to restore world trade by international 
economic readjustment, but the emergency at home cannot wait on that 
accomplishment. (380)
Four years later, on January 20 (new date for inaugural addresses), 1937, 
Roosevelt begins the speech at his second inauguration with the justifi ed 
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claim that the government had succeeded in adhering to the proverb “First 
things fi rst” in its recovery program:
When four years ago we met to inaugurate a president, the Republic, 
single-minded in anxiety, stood in spirit here. We dedicated ourselves to 
the fulfi llment of a vision—to speed the time when there would be for all 
the people that security and peace essential to the pursuit of happiness. 
We of the Republic pledged ourselves to drive from the temple of our 
ancient faith those who had profaned it; to end by action, tireless and 
unafraid, the stagnation and despair of that day. We did those fi rst things 
fi rst. (383)
Later on in the same speech, Roosevelt speaks with considerable pride 
of the changes that have come about, because the New Deal was not just 
a proverbial patchwork job but a program that, proverbially speaking, will 
meet with even more success in the long run:
Our progress out of the depression is obvious. But that is not all that you 
and I mean by the new order of things. Our pledge was not merely to do 
a patchwork job with secondhand materials. By using the new materials 
of social justice we have undertaken to erect on the old foundations a 
more enduring structure for the better use of future generations. [...] Out 
of the collapse of prosperity whose builders boasted their practicality 
has come the conviction that in the long run economic morality pays. 
(385)
By the time of his third inauguration on January 20, 1941, Roosevelt 
was already addressing the question whether the United States would 
have to enter into World War II. Not surprisingly, his short speech on 
that occasion deals with the idea that “Democracy is not dying” (390). 
He praises the traditional values of America, especially the importance of 
maintaining freedom: “Sometimes we fail to hear or heed these voices of 
freedom because to us the privilege of our freedom is such an old, old story” 
(292–393). The proverbial expression “To be an old story” serves him well 
in this case to warn against the feeling that freedom is something old that 
does not need constant vigilance. Many a puristic stylist might look at this 
traditional phrase as a cliché of no communicative value,26 but that would 
miss Roosevelt’s important message.
At the height of World War II, the country elected Roosevelt to a 
fourth term, but due to the tense situation, Roosevelt’s inaugural speech 
on January 20, 1945, comprised barely a page and a half. And yet, at this 
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somber moment, President Roosevelt cites two proverbial expressions and 
a proverb to remind people of the necessity to fi nd peace in the world by 
being a player on the world scene. Isolationism is clearly not a choice for a 
world power like the United States:
Today, in this year of war, 1945, we have learned lessons—at a fearful 
cost—and we shall profi t from them. We have learned that we cannot live 
alone, at peace; that our own well-being is dependent on the well-being 
of other nations far away. We have learned that we must live as men, not 
as ostriches, nor as dogs in the manger. We have learned the simple truth, 
as Emerson said, that “the only way to have a friend is to be one.” We can 
gain no lasting peace if we approach it with suspicion and mistrust or 
with fear. We can gain it only if we proceed with the understanding, the 
confi dence, and the courage which fl ow from conviction. (396)
The metaphors of the proverbial expressions “To be an ostrich” and 
“To be a dog in the manger” serve Roosevelt well to express the two ideas 
that America cannot afford to be blind to the events in the world and that it 
cannot retreat selfi shly on its own territory, leaving the rest of the world to 
its own devices. Instead, the United States needs to be a friend to all other 
free nations, as Roosevelt explains it by quoting a line from Ralph Waldo 
Emerson’s essay on Friendship (1841), a line that had long since become a 
proverb.27
Harry S. Truman as the thirty-third president of the United States 
continued Roosevelt’s policies, but he himself deserves the credit for the 
Marshall Plan, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and the start of the 
United Nations. Although his inaugural speech of January 20, 1949, does 
not show it, Truman delighted in using proverbs and proverbial expressions 
in his speeches, news conferences and many books.28 In fact, he was proud 
of his plain speaking. He also knew his American history extremely well 
and wrote essays on former American presidents. It is not surprising then 
that he includes Thomas Jefferson’s sentence-turned-proverb “All men are 
created equal” in his inaugural speech:
The American people stand fi rm in the faith which has inspired this 
nation from the beginning. We believe that all men have a right to equal 
justice under law and equal opportunity to share in the common good. We 
believe that all men have the right to freedom of thought and expression. 
We believe that all men are created equal because they are created in the 
image of God. From this faith we will not be moved. The American people 
desire, and are determined to work for, a world in which all nations and all 
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peoples are free to govern themselves as they see fi t and to achieve a decent 
and satisfying life. Above all else, our people desire, and are determined 
to work for, peace on earth—a just and lasting peace—based on genuine 
agreement freely arrived at by equals. (402–403)
With characteristic optimism he puts the country back on a course 
towards prosperity. He does this deliberately, basing his step-by-step 
policy on the proverb “Slowly but surely” when it comes to national and 
international concerns: “If we are to be successful in carrying out these 
policies, it is clear that we must have continued prosperity in this country 
and we must keep ourselves strong. Slowly but surely we are weaving a world 
fabric of international security and growing prosperity. We are aided by all 
who wish to live in freedom from fear” (408).
The thirty-fourth president, Dwight D. Eisenhower fades in rhetorical 
abilities in comparison to Harry Truman. In his fi rst inaugural speech of 
January 20, 1953, he speaks of “our faith in the deathless dignity of man, 
governed by eternal moral and natural laws. This faith defi nes our full view 
of life. It establishes, beyond debate, those gifts of the Creator that are man’s 
inalienable rights, and that make all men equal in His sight” (413). Just 
like Truman before him, Eisenhower clearly alludes to Jefferson’s proverb 
“All men are created equal” in this passage. Later in the speech Eisenhower 
outlines several guiding principles for world peace. In one of the paragraphs 
it is the old general speaking: “Realizing that common sense and common 
decency alike dictate the futility of appeasement, we shall never try to placate 
an aggressor by the false and wicked bargain of trading honor for security. 
Americans, indeed all free men, remember that in the fi nal choice a soldier’s 
pack is not so heavy a burden as a prisoner’s chains” (416). The last sentence 
has a proverbial ring to it, but it has hitherto not been registered in proverb 
or quotation dictionaries.
Eisenhower’s second inaugural speech of January 21, 1957, takes place 
in an atmosphere of Cold War politics and propaganda. The President 
speaks rather generally of these international concerns and couches his call 
for peace in the three proverbial expressions “The winds of change,” “To 
turn the back on someone,” and “To pay the price.” These metaphors give 
his speech some emotional fervor, but there is not the youthful vigor that 
was to characterize the inaugural speech of his successor, John F. Kennedy. 
But here are Eisenhower’s words:
Thus across all the globe there harshly blow the winds of change. And, 
we—though fortunate be our lot—know that we can never turn our 
back to them. We look upon this shaken earth, and we declare our fi rm 
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and fi xed purpose—the building of a peace with justice in a world where 
moral law prevails. The building of such a peace is a bold and solemn 
purpose. To proclaim it is easy. To serve it will be hard. And to attain it, 
we must be aware of its full meaning—and ready to pay its full price. We 
know clearly what we seek, and why. We seek peace, knowing that peace 
is the climate of freedom. And now, as in no other age, we seek it because 
we have been warned, by the power of modern weapons, that peace may 
be the only climate possible for human life itself. (421)
From John F. Kennedy to Jimmy Carter
When the youthful and vigorous John F. Kennedy was sworn in on January 
20, 1961,29 as the thirty-fi fth president, he might well be referring to this 
paragraph by Eisenhower in the fi rst part of his memorable inaugural address: 
“Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay 
any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose 
any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty” (428). 
Kennedy, like Eisenhower, is ready to pay any price, proverbially speaking, 
to guarantee liberty in this country.
This is a defi nite pledge by Kennedy, and he adds a few others to this 
fundamental claim. Three of these pledges integrate, if somewhat indirectly, 
a basic proverb, thus giving each short paragraph an additional expressive 
effectiveness. In the fi rst of these pledges, Kennedy must have had the 
following limerick in mind: “There was a young lady of Niger / Who smiled 
as she rode on a tiger; / They returned from the ride / With the lady inside, 
/ And the smile on the face of the tiger,”30 but he might also have alluded to 
the proverb “He who rides the tiger can never dismount”:
To those new states whom we welcome to the ranks of the free, we pledge 
our words that one form of colonial control shall not have passed away 
merely to be replaced by a far greater iron tyranny. We shall not always 
expect to fi nd them supporting our view. But we shall always hope to 
fi nd them strongly supporting their own freedom—and to remember 
that, in the past, those who foolishly sought power by riding the back of 
the tiger ended up inside. (428)
The second pledge seems to center on the proverb “God helps those who 
help themselves,” once again replacing “God” by the “We” (Americans):
To those people in the huts and villages across the globe struggling 
to break the bonds of mass misery, we pledge our best efforts to help 
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them help themselves, for whatever period is required—not because 
the Communists may be doing it, not because we seek their votes, but 
because it is right. If a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it 
cannot save the few who are rich. (429)
Finally, the third pledge calls to memory the short proverb “Deeds, not 
words.” Of course, Kennedy might well have used the proverb “Actions 
speak louder than words” in this case:
To our sister republics south of the border, we offer a special pledge—to 
convert our good words into good deeds, in a new Alliance for Progress, 
to assist free men and free governments in casting off the chains of 
poverty.
But there are, to be sure, two memorable and quotable statements in this 
refreshing inaugural speech. Clearly Kennedy and his sophisticated speech 
writers (primarily Theodore C. Sorenson) formulated them by adopting the 
parallel structure of so many proverbs.31 Speaking of the danger of the Cold 
War with its arms race, Kennedy calls upon both sides to remember “that 
civility is not a sign of weakness, and sincerity is always subject to proof. Let
us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate” (430). The last 
sentence has found its way into John Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations,32 but it 
would probably go too far to assign a proverbial character to it.
This leads us to the antithetical phrase “Ask not what your country can 
do for you; ask what you can do for your country”33 towards the end of the 
speech:
In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been 
granted the role of defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger. 
I do not shrink from this responsibility—I welcome it. I do not believe 
that any of us would exchange places with any other people or any other 
generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this 
endeavor will light our country and all who serve it—and the glow from 
that fi re can truly light the world. And so, my fellow Americans, ask not 
what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country. My 
fellow citizens of the world: Ask not what America will do for you, but what 
together we can do for the freedom of man. (431)
As one would expect, the proverb-like utterance “Ask not what your 
country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country” has made it 
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into Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations as well. In fact, this reliable resource cites 
the following statement from an address delivered on May 30, 1884, by 
Oliver Wendell Holmes as a possible source: “For, stripped of the temporary 
associations which gave rise to it, it is now the moment when by common 
consent we pause to become conscious of our national life and to rejoice in 
it, to recall what our country has done for each of us, and to ask ourselves 
what we can do for our country in return.”34 It is hard to imagine that 
Kennedy’s famous civic slogan was not taken from this speech by Oliver 
Wendell Holmes. But be that as it may, it has now in the precise wording by 
John F. Kennedy become a sententious remark and is well along to become 
an American proverb as well.
Lyndon Baines Johnson served out Kennedy’s term as the thirty-sixth 
president and after having been elected president in his own right presented 
his inaugural address on January 20, 1965. He continued Kennedy’s social 
agenda, but he also became ever more entangled in the civil war in Vietnam. 
But at his inauguration, he declared sententiously that “For every generation, 
there is a destiny” (436)35 and then spoke proverbially of this country where 
one can be one’s own man (person):
Our destiny in the midst of change will rest on the unchanged character 
of our people, and on our faith. They came here—the exile and the 
stranger, brave but frightened—to fi nd a place where a man could be his 
own man. They made a covenant with this land. Conceived in justice, 
written in liberty, bound in union, it was meant one day to inspire the 
hopes of all mankind; and it binds us still. If we keep its terms, we shall 
fl ourish. (436)
Choosing the proverbial phrases “To work shoulder to shoulder” and 
“To reopen old wounds,” Johnson continued to call for serious commitment 
to social progress:
No longer need capitalist and worker, farmer and clerk, city and 
countryside, struggle to divide our bounty. By working shoulder to 
shoulder, together we can increase the bounty of all. We have discovered 
that every child who learns, every man who fi nds work, every sick body 
that is made whole—like a candle added to an altar—brightens the hope 
of all the faithful. So let us reject any among us who seek to reopen old 
wounds and to rekindle old hatreds. They stand in the way of a seeking 
nation. Let us now join the reason to faith and action to experience, to 
transform our unity of interest into a unity of purpose. (438)
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President Johnson wanted to build a great nation of social fairness, 
but the war in Vietnam discouraged him to the point that he did not seek 
reelection.
When Richard Milhous Nixon as the thirty-seventh president gave his 
fi rst inaugural address on January 20, 1969, he picked up on this general 
theme of greatness. He had informed himself well on what earlier presidents 
said at their inaugurations. In fact, he studied all of their speeches in 
preparation of his own address.36 So Nixon begins with an allusion to the 
proverb “Nothing is more simple than greatness” and also warns proverbially 
against promising more than one can deliver: 
Greatness comes in simple trappings. The simple things are the ones 
most needed today if we are to surmount what divides us, and cement 
what unites us. To lower our voices would be a simple thing. In these 
diffi cult years [referring indirectly to the Vietnam controversy], America 
has suffered from a fever of words; from infl ated rhetoric that promises 
more than it can deliver; from angry rhetoric that fans discontents into 
hatreds; from bombastic rhetoric that postures instead of persuading. We 
cannot learn from one another until we stop shouting at one another—
until we speak quietly enough so that our words can be heard as well as 
our voices. (445–446)
One might recall here what Leo Tolstoy wrote in his epic novel War and 
Peace (1865–1869): that “There is no greatness where there is not simplicity, 
goodness, and truth,”37 but most likely Nixon’s statement is based on Ralph 
Waldo Emerson’s observation that “Nothing is more simple than greatness; 
indeed, to be simple is to be great” in his essay on Literary Ethics (1840).38
In an exceedingly negative analysis of this speech as “Rhetoric That 
Postures,” Robert L. Scott claims that “The noise of the speech was not 
that of blustering, impotent fury but that of verbal posturing in the face 
of well-recognized perils. Into the strained fi ssures from which hell itself 
threatens to boil forth, the President plunked clichés made all the more 
hollow by the tincture of old, oratorical bombast.”39 The few examples that 
Scott cites, and he quotes particularly the paragraph that follows below, do 
not seem banal and clichéd as Scott argues, especially in light of the fact 
that all inaugural speeches follow more or less a set of expected rhetorical 
steps. As Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson have shown 
so convincingly, “In order to be invested, presidents must demonstrate 
their qualifi cations for offi ce by venerating the past and showing that the 
traditions of the institution [of the Presidency] continue unbroken in 
them. They must affi rm that they will transmit the institution intact to 
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their successors. Consequently, the language of conservation, preservation, 
maintenance, and renewal pervades these speeches.”40
It is then not surprising, but rather to be expected, that Nixon returns 
once again to Jefferson’s proverbial declaration that “All men are created 
equal” in his admittedly not very eloquent speech:
As we measure what can be done, we shall promise only what we know we 
can produce, but as we chart our goals we shall be lifted by our dreams. 
No man can be fully free while his neighbor is not. To go forward at all 
is to go forward together. This means black and white together, as one 
nation, not two. The laws have caught up with our conscience. What 
remains is to give life to what is in the law: to ensure at last that as all are 
born equal in dignity before God, all are born equal in dignity before 
man. As we learn to go forward together at home, let us seek to go 
forward together with all mankind. Let us take as our goal: where peace 
is unknown, make it welcome; where peace is fragile, make it strong; 
where peace is temporary, make it permanent. (447) 
In his second inaugural speech of January 20, 1973, Richard Nixon in 
his role as a Republican president emphasizes the need for less government, 
especially a smaller emphasis on the power of Washington as the all-too-
powerful center of the United States. It certainly was a rhetorical stroke of 
genius to argue against the pervasive paternalism of the central government 
by altering the appropriate proverb “Father knows best” to a satirically 
interpreted “Washington knows best” in this paragraph:
Abroad and at home, the key to new responsibilities lies in the placing 
and the division of responsibility. We have lived too long with the 
consequences of attempting to gather all power and responsibility in 
Washington. Abroad and at home, the time has come to turn away from 
the condescending policies of paternalism—of “Washington knows best.” 
A person can be expected to act responsibly only if he has responsibility. 
This is human nature. So let us encourage individuals at home and nations 
abroad to do more for themselves, to decide more for themselves. Let us 
locate responsibility in more places. Let us measure what we will do for 
others by what they will do for themselves. That is why today I offer no 
promise of a purely governmental solution for every problem. (454)
It is interesting to note that Nixon’s sententious request “Let us measure 
what we will do for others by what they will do for themselves” appears to be 
structurally modelled on Kennedy’s “Ask not what your country can do for 
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you; ask what you can do for your country.” But obviously he is also basing 
this sentence on the Golden Rule “Do unto others as you would have them 
do unto you” from the Bible and the proverb “God helps those who help 
themselves.” 
Towards the end he refers much more directly to Kennedy’s “inaugural 
proverb,” and perhaps it was not mere political expedience that made Nixon 
do this. It must not be forgotten that Kennedy had defeated Nixon very 
narrowly in the national election of 1960. Especially regarding international 
politics, Nixon might well have had considerable respect for Kennedy’s 
vigorous policies of dealing with the Soviet Union. In any case, here is what 
Nixon, indirectly quoting Kennedy, said:
Let us remember that America was built not by government, but by 
people—not by welfare, but by work—not by shirking responsibility, 
but by seeking responsibility. In our own lives, let each of us ask—not 
just what will government do for me, but what can I do for myself? 
In the challenges we face together, let each of us ask—not just how 
can government help, but how can I help? Your national government 
has a great and vital role to play. And I pledge to you that where this 
government should act, we will act boldly and we will lead boldly. But 
just as important is the role that each and every one of us must play, as 
an individual and as a member of his own community. (455)
Nixon’s rephrasing of Kennedy’s by now proverbial remark does, of 
course, emphasize the individual rather than society in general as Kennedy 
had intended his message.
After Nixon’s disgraceful behavior and resignation from the presidency, 
Gerald Ford took over the helm of the country as the thirty-eighth president 
in August of 1974. He lost the 1976 election to Jimmy Carter, who delivered 
his inaugural address as the thirty-ninth president on January 20, 1977. It is 
surprising that as a deeply religious, honest, and unpretentious man he did 
not include any proverbial wisdom in his speech. He merely speaks of the 
proverbial place in the sun that all people of the world deserve to achieve:
The world itself is now dominated by a new spirit. Peoples more numerous 
and more politically aware are craving and now demanding their place 
in the sun—not just for the benefi t of their physical condition, but for 
basic human rights. The passion for freedom is on the rise. Tapping this 
new spirit, there can be no nobler nor more ambitious task for America 
to undertake on this day of a new beginning than to help shape a just 
and peaceful world that is truly humane. (465)
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The phrase of “A place in the sun” was used originally by the German 
Chancellor Bernard von Bülow in a Reichstag speech of December 6, 1897, 
when he described and justifi ed Germany’s colonial ambitions thus: “In a 
word, we desire to throw no one into the shade, but we also demand our 
own place in the sun [Platz an der Sonne].”41 Typical for the ethical Carter, 
he reinterpreted the political phrase to argue for social and racial fairness.
From Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush
With Ronald Reagan as the fortieth president, the nation had found a so-
called “great communicator”42 to guide it through an increased military 
buildup and the implementation of supply-side economics in the form of 
spending cuts and tax cuts.43 Reagan has been criticized and satirized for his 
inclination towards sound-byte rhetoric, but his two inaugural addresses 
do not necessarily bear witness to this phenomenon. His infamous one-
liners were usually during supposedly spontaneous remarks, while he and 
his speech writers obviously labored on his comments made at his two 
inaugurations. Nevertheless, in a paragraph in his fi rst inaugural speech, 
January 20, 1981, Reagan, as the fi rst of forty presidents, fi nally cites the 
well-known proverbial defi nition of the American form of government 
which Abraham Lincoln had immortalized in his famous Gettysburg 
Address of November 19, 1863: “We here highly resolve [that] these dead 
shall not have died in vain; that this nation [under God] shall have a new 
birth of freedom—and that [this] government of the people, by the people, 
[and] for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”44 To emphasize that 
the American people must work together, Reagan added the two proverbial 
expressions “To bear the burden” and “To pay the price” (used previously by 
Dwight D. Eisenhower) to his message:
In this present [economic] crisis, government is not the solution to our 
problem. From time to time, we have been tempted to believe that society 
has become too complex to be managed by self-rule, that government by 
an elite group is superior to government for, by, and of the people.45 But 
if no one among us is capable of governing himself, then who among us 
has the capacity to govern someone else? All of us together, in and out 
of government, must bear the burden. The solutions we seek must be 
equitable, with no one group singled out to pay a higher price. (473)
In fact, Reagan picks up the proverbial expression “To have fair play” 
that Woodrow Wilson had used in his fi rst inaugural address. Reagan argues 
that “All must share in the productive work of this ‘new beginning’ and all 
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must share in the bounty of a revived economy. With the idealism and fair 
play which are the core of our system and our strength, we can have a strong 
and prosperous America at peace with itself and the world” (473–474). And 
then, turning to his theme that less government is best, Reagan employs the 
proverbial phrase “To pay the price” for a second time to point out that life 
in a free country is full of responsibilities: “Freedom and the dignity of the 
individual have been more available and assured here [in America] than in 
any other place on earth. The price for this freedom at times has been high, 
but we have never been unwilling to pay that price” (474). And there is 
even a third time that Reagan relies on this traditional phrase by adding the 
classical proverbial expression “To stand on the shoulders of giants” to it in 
a moving tribute to the truly great American presidents:
This is the fi rst time in history that this [inaugural] ceremony has 
been held on this west front of the Capitol. Standing here, one faces a 
magnifi cent vista, opening up on this city’s special beauty and history. 
At the end of this open mall are those shrines to the giants, on whose 
shoulders we stand. Directly in front of me, the monument to a 
monumental man: George Washington, Father of Our Country. A man 
of humility who came to greatness reluctantly. He led America out of 
revolutionary victory into infant nationhood. Off to one side, the stately 
memorial to Thomas Jefferson. The Declaration of Independence fl ames 
with his eloquence. And then beyond the Refl ecting Pool the dignifi ed 
columns of the Lincoln Memorial. Whoever would understand in his 
heart the meaning of America will fi nd it in the life of Abraham Lincoln. 
Beyond those monuments to heroism is the Potomac River, and on the 
far shore the sloping hills of Arlington National Cemetery with its row 
on row of simple white markers bearing crosses or stars of David. They 
add up to only a tiny fraction of the price that has been paid for our 
freedom. (477)
Reagan did not repeat his favorite maxim of having to pay the price in 
his second inaugural address of January 21, 1985. Perhaps he had become 
aware of the fact that his “reaganomics” was too high a price to be paid by 
the less privileged people of the United States. In any case, he now used 
the somewhat similar proverbial expression “To have mountains to climb” 
to spur people on to greater and better things: “We are creating a nation 
once again vibrant, robust, and alive. But there are many mountains yet to 
climb. We will not rest until every American enjoys the fullness of freedom, 
dignity, and opportunity as our birthright” (481). Reagan remained the 
eternal optimist, arguing that “we, the present-day Americans, are not given 
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to looking backward. In this blessed land, there is always a better tomorrow” 
(480). The actual proverb simply states that “There is always a tomorrow,”46
but as the addition of the word “better” indicates, President Reagan could 
always see the proverbial silver lining on the political clouds.
The inaugural address of George H. W. Bush as the forty-fi rst 
president is perhaps not particularly memorable, but he will most certainly 
be remembered for having created the proverbial phrase “Read my lips!” 
during his acceptance speech on August 18, 1988, at the Republican 
National Convention in New Orleans: “The Congress will push me to 
raise taxes, and I’ll say no, and they’ll push, and I’ll say no, and they’ll 
push again. And all I can say to them is read my lips: No New Taxes.”47
But his inaugural address of January 20, 1989, is replete with proverbial 
expressions as no other inauguration speech has been. In the following 
paragraph, for example, he amasses fi ve of them, citing the phrase “A new 
breeze is blowing” twice at the beginning:
I come before you and assume the presidency at a moment rich with 
promise. We live in a peaceful, prosperous time, but we can make it 
better. For a new breeze is blowing, and a world refreshed by freedom 
seems reborn; for in man’s heart, if not in fact, the day of the dictator is 
over. The totalitarian era is passing, its old ideas blown away like leaves 
from an ancient, lifeless tree. A new breeze is blowing, and a nation 
refreshed by freedom stands ready to push on. There is new ground to 
be broken, and new action to be taken. There are times when the future 
seems thick as a fog; you sit and wait, hoping the mists will lift and reveal 
the right path. But this is a time when the future seems a door you can 
walk right through into a room called tomorrow. (490–491)
Like other presidents before him, Bush has absolute trust in the American 
form of government: “We don’t have to talk late into the night about which 
form of government is better. We don’t have to wrest justice from the kings. 
We only have to summon it from within ourselves. We must act on what 
we know. I take as my guide the hope of a saint: In crucial things, unity; in 
important things, diversity; in all things, generosity” (491). It would indeed 
have been considerate if President Bush had told us what saint he had in 
mind. Most likely he thought of Saint Augustine, to whom the Latin motto 
“In necessariis unitas, in dubiis libertas, in omnibus caritas” has occasionally 
been ascribed. The earliest printed reference found thus far dates, however, 
only from Rupertus Meldenius’s treatise on Praenesis votiva pro pace ecclesiae 
(1626).48 In any case, the English translation would be “In necessary things, 
unity; in doubtful things, liberty; in all things, charity.” Bush and his speech 
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writers varied the sententious motto somewhat, but for the most part it 
expresses the spirit of the original.
In his National Convention acceptance speech mentioned above, Bush 
also spoke of the diverse American population as a “thousand points of light 
in a broad and peaceful sky.” Even though the light metaphor was most 
likely taken from Thomas Wolfe’s novel The Web and the Rock (1939),49 the 
phrase is now associated with George Bush who repeated it in his inaugural 
address: “I have spoken of a thousand points of light, of all the community 
organizations that are spread like stars throughout the nation, doing good. 
We will work hand in hand, encouraging, sometimes leading, sometimes 
being led, rewarding” (493). In his forward-looking message, Bush claims 
proverbially that “We can’t turn back the clocks, [...] and we don’t wish to 
turn back time” (494). And he even changes the pecuniary proverb “Money 
begets money” into an expression of faith and goodwill: “There are today 
Americans who are held against their will in foreign lands, and Americans 
who are unaccounted for. Assistance can be shown here, and will be long 
remembered. Goodwill begets goodwill. Good faith can be a spiral that 
endlessly moves on” (494).
But speaking of money and the need of bringing the defi cit down, Bush 
uttered the following fascinating proverbial words: “We have more will than 
wallet; but will is what we need. We will make the hard choices, looking at 
what we have and perhaps allocating differently, making our decisions based 
on honest need and prudent safety. And then we will do the wisest thing of 
all: we will turn to the only resource we have that in times of need always 
grows—the goodness and the courage of the American people” (492). 
The phrase “To have more will than wallet” with its striking alliteration is 
nowhere to be found in dictionaries of formulaic language. However, Bush 
probably based it on the phraseological structure of “To have more X than 
Y,” as for example in “To have more luck than brains (sense),” “To have 
more cry than wool,” etc. In addition, it seems that the President also had 
the old proverb “Where there is a will, there is a way” in mind.
The six pages of Bush’s inaugural speech are certainly a solid testimony 
that proverbial language is part of this ceremonial performance by newly 
elected presidents. In this particular case, there is even a proverbial leitmotif
in that George Bush returns two more times to the proverbial expression “A 
new breeze is blowing.” Regarding the Vietnam war, Bush said: “That war 
cleaves us still. But, friends, that war began in earnest a quarter of a century 
ago; and surely the statute of limitations has been reached. This is a fact: the 
fi nal lesson of Vietnam is that no great nation can long afford to be sundered 
by a memory. A new breeze is blowing, and the old bipartisanship must be 
made new again” (493). And then, in the fi nal crescendo of his speech, Bush 
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cites the “breeze” phrase one more time and connects it with an allusion to 
his earlier sententious motto of unity, diversity, and generosity, certainly an 
example of a carefully structured oration:
Some see leadership as a high drama, and the sound of trumpets calling, 
and sometimes it is that. But I see history as a book with many pages, 
and each day we fi ll a page with acts of hopefulness and meaning. The 
new breeze blows, a page turns, the story unfolds. And so today a chapter 
begins, a small and stately story of unity, diversity, and generosity—
shared, and written, together. (495)
Yet the masterful craftsman of proverbial rhetoric lost his bid for a second 
term in the White House to a newcomer on the national scene. An economic 
recession and the unkept promise of “No new taxes” swept George Bush 
out of offi ce, and in came Bill Clinton for two terms as the forty-second 
president.
Clinton began his fi rst inaugural address on January 20, 1993, by 
quoting the famous proverbial triad from the Declaration of Independence, 
as William McKinley had done at his second inauguration in 1901. Spring 
had just sprung in Washington, D.C., and this led Clinton to his idea of 
reinventing America while holding on to its basic principles:
A spring reborn in the world’s oldest democracy, that brings forth the 
vision and courage to reinvent America. When our Founders boldly 
declared America’s independence to the world and our purposes to the 
Almighty, they knew America, to endure, would have to change. Not 
change for change’s sake, but change to preserve America’s ideals—life, 
liberty, the pursuit of happiness. Though we march to the music of our 
time, our mission is timeless. Each generation of Americans must defi ne 
what it means to be an American. (500)
Clinton follows up his proverbial call “to march to the music of our time” 
with the metaphorically appropriate proverbial request: “My fellow Americans, 
you, too, must play your part in our renewal” (503). His merely four-page 
address ended with a quotation of the Bible: “As we stand at the edge of the 
twenty-fi rst century, let us begin anew with energy and hope, with faith and 
discipline, and let us work until our work is done. The Scripture says, ‘And let 
us not be weary in well-doing, for in due season, we shall reap, if we faint not’ 
[Galatians 6:9]” (504). Certainly this little known Bible passage called into 
memory the biblical proverb “As you sow, so shall you reap” (Galatians 6:7).50
Clinton did well not to cite this threatening proverb decreeing punishment. 
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Instead his Bible passage promises rewards to the patiently faithful and hopeful 
along the lines of the proverb “Good things come to those who wait.”
Bill Clinton began his second inaugural address on January 20, 
1997, with the old standby proverbial quotation from the Declaration of 
Independence: “The promise of America was born in the eighteenth century 
out of the bold conviction that we are all created equal. It was extended 
and preserved in the nineteenth century, when our nation spread across the 
continent, saved the Union, and abolished the scourge of slavery. Then, in 
turmoil and triumph, that promise exploded onto the world stage to make 
this the American century. What a century [i.e., the twentieth century] it 
has been! America became the world’s mightiest industrial power, saved the 
world from tyranny in two world wars and a long cold war, and time and 
again reached across the globe to millions who longed for the blessings of 
liberty” (506).
After this short history lesson, Clinton moved on to a glance into the 
challenges of the twenty-fi rst century, declaring that “the future is up to us” 
(507). This latter statement might well be a shortened version of the longer 
proverb “The future belongs to those who prepare for it.” The only other 
proverbial utterance in this nondescript speech comes at its end, where 
Clinton talks about his upcoming problems of having to deal with both 
houses of Congress being in Republican hands:
The American people returned to offi ce a president of one party and a 
Congress of another. Surely they did not do this to advance the politics 
of petty bickering and extreme partisanship they plainly deplore. No, 
they call all of us instead to be repairers of the breach and to move on 
with America’s mission. America demands and deserves big things from 
us, and nothing big ever came from being small. Let us remember the 
timeless wisdom of Cardinal [Joseph] Bernardin [of Chicago, 1928–
1996] when facing the end of his own life. He said, “It is wrong to waste 
the precious gift of time on acrimony and division.” We must not waste 
the precious gift of this time, for all of us are on that same journey of our 
lives. And our journey too will come to an end, but the journey of our 
America must go on. (511)
On the one hand Clinton succeeds splendidly in coining a statement 
that has the ring of a folk proverb to it. He even integrates the idiomatic 
meaning of the phrase “to be small” in the sense of being uncooperative 
into his memorable phrase “Nothing big ever came from being small.” But 
then, as if he perhaps thought this successful pun too trite to conclude his 
important speech, he adds the awkward and not (if at all) known quotation 
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of Cardinal Bernardin to it, destroying his successful slogan by an awkward 
and artifi cial statement. One would have preferred to hear Clinton’s own 
words, and if he wanted yet another quotable sentence about “the precious 
gift of time,” he could have found many of them among folk proverbs. For a 
start, the three American proverbs “Time wasted getting even could be saved 
by getting ahead,” “Time wasted is time lost,” and “Time wasted is never 
regained”51 come to mind as suitable possibilities.
This brings us to the much anticipated fi fty-fourth inaugural address 
delivered on January 20, 2001, by George W. Bush as the forty-third 
president of the United States. Speculation in the media was rampant 
about what Bush would say and whether he could indeed rise to the 
rhetorical challenge. As Roderick Hart, Professor of Communication and 
Government at the University of Texas, had put it quite negatively: “You 
take a person with no love of language or sense of timing, comparatively 
devoid of vision, he’s a rhetorical disaster area.”52 And yet, immediately after 
his inaugural address television commentators had considerable praise for 
this inexperienced public speaker. The day after newspapers followed suit, 
as can be seen from the analysis by Frank Bruni and David E. Sanger in 
The New York Times: “Mr Bush turned to a loftiness of oratory that he had 
often avoided in the past, when he would regularly prune his speechwriters’ 
language to fi t his folksy, unpretentious image of himself. His remarks 
today were sprinkled with elegant locutions, artful syntax and alliterative 
phrases. He spoke to many audiences.”53 This was a speech calling for unity 
of a country divided, not only because of the bitterly contested election. 
As Bush had said on December 13, 2001, after the Supreme Court of the 
United States had in fact made him the new president: “Our nation must 
rise above a house divided.”54 The allusion to the Bible proverb “A house 
divided against itself cannot stand,” echoing Abraham Lincoln’s use of it in 
his struggle to keep the Union together, was well chosen for this momentous 
occasion. It had been my conjecture that Bush would incorporate this 
fi tting piece of traditional wisdom in its entirety into this inaugural speech, 
but he and his speechwriter Michael Gersen decided against it.
Possibly this speech will be counted among the more memorable 
inaugural addresses. As veteran reporter Bob Schiefer of the CBS network 
remarked to anchorman Dan Rather immediately following the address, this 
speech will probably be referred to as the “Four C’s Speech.” With much 
eloquent humility George W. Bush had stated that “Today we affi rm a new 
commitment to live out our nation’s promise through civility, courage, 
compassion and character.”55 Of course, there were other “c”-words, such 
as “commitment,” “common good,” “citizen,” and “community.” The most 
memorable utterance might well be: “I ask you to be citizens. Citizens, not 
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spectators. Citizens, not subjects. Responsible citizens, building communities 
of service and a nation of character.” If then this speech were to go down as 
the “C-Speech,” it will not be because of its mediocre oratorical character 
but rather because of its message of civic responsibility.
While speaking of civility,56 courage, compassion, and character, Bush 
might well have chosen the proverb “Where there is a will, there is a way” to 
add some traditional authority to his pledge to these ideals. He comes close 
to doing so by choosing the structure of this proverb to add a considerable 
proverbial ring to his commitment to compassion: “Where there is suffering, 
there is duty. Americans in need are not strangers, they are citizens; not 
problems, but priorities; and all of us are diminished when any are hopeless.” 
A bit later, speaking of basic fairness and human decency, he underscores his 
pledge to compassion by a signifi cant quotation: “Sometimes in life we are 
called to do great things. But as a saint of our times has said, every day we 
are called to do small things with great love. The most important tasks of a 
democracy are done by everyone.”57 While many listeners might not have 
been aware that Bush was quoting Mother Teresa, his message of humility 
certainly touched their hearts.
After his indirect reference to this modern saint, George W. Bush 
concludes his address quite appropriately with a Bible quotation long turned 
proverb that once again alludes metaphorically to his theme of humility for 
the citizens of this great nation:
After the Declaration of Independence was signed, Virginia statesman 
John Page wrote to Thomas Jefferson: “We know the race is not to the 
swift, nor the battle to the strong. Do you not think an angel rides in the 
whirlwind and directs this storm?” Much time has passed since Jefferson 
arrived at his inauguration. The years and changes accumulate. But the 
themes of this day he would know: our nation’s grand story of courage, 
and its simple dream of dignity. [...] 
Never tiring, never yielding, never fi nishing, we renew that purpose 
today: to make our country more just and generous, to affi rm the dignity 
of our lives and every life.
This work continues. This story goes on. And an angel rides the 
whirlwind and directs this storm.
God bless you all, and God bless America.
Perhaps Bush is also alluding to the cautionary biblical proverb “They 
that sow the wind shall reap the whirlwind” (Hosea 8:7) in these fi nal 
comments. With the two proverbial metaphors he makes the best possible 
use of folk wisdom, namely that of indirection.58 On the one hand he 
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sends an indirect message to the world that America will continue to be 
a strong defender of human rights, freedom and democracy. But on the 
other hand he also warns the American citizens not to give in to pride 
and superiority, for “The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the 
strong” (Ecclesiastes 9:11), at least not always. But there is hope and a 
willingness by the new president that an angel or God will guide him and 
all Americans in a life dedicated to compassion, dignity, humility and 
civility in the service of all citizens.
Forty years ago, after the energizing and spirited inaugural address 
of John F. Kennedy, the editors of The New Yorker began their laudatory 
comments with the observation that “As rhetoric has become an increasingly 
dispensable member of the liberal arts, people have abandoned the idea, held 
so fi rmly by the ancient Greeks and Romans, that eloquence is indispensable 
to politics. Perhaps President Kennedy’s achievements in both spheres will 
revive a taste for good oratory—a taste that has been alternately frustrated 
by inarticulateness and dulled by bombast.” Stressing Kennedy’s adherence 
to Aristotle’s and Cicero’s insistence on logical, emotional, and ethical 
persuasion in the ideal oration, they expressed the hope that Kennedy had 
“reestablished the tradition of political eloquence.”59 After George W. Bush’s 
fi rst inaugural address there was hope for more eloquent rhetoric once 
again, an amazing achievement for the new president whose rhetorical skills 
had been ridiculed. Unfortunately Bush’s years as president have not been 
marked by verbal eloquence, and his second inaugural address, delivered on 
January 20, 2005, contained no particularly memorable phrase or proverbial 
statement.
But be that as it may, all presidents have tried to give memorable 
inaugural addresses. Thus far, the speeches by Abraham Lincoln, Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, and John F. Kennedy stand out by far. Not surprisingly, 
their speeches also contain some of the most often quoted eloquent phrases 
which have found their way into dictionaries of quotations and proverbs. 
Presidents address a very heterogeneous audience, and they must fi nd a 
common denominator in their rhetoric that will be grasped and appreciated 
by the largest possible number of people, both here in the United States and 
throughout the world. In an enlightening article on “Maxims, ‘Practical 
Wisdom,’ and the Language of Action: Beyond Grand Theory” (1996) in 
the renowned journal Political Theory, the political scientist Ray Nichols 
argued convincingly that political rhetoric must be characterized by 
“‘practical wisdom,’ ‘practical knowledge,’ ‘practical reason,’ [and] ‘practical 
judgment.”60 The common sense of such practical wisdom expressed in 
quotable phrases or proverbs defi nitely adds to the communicative and 
emotional quality of presidential rhetoric. Inaugural addresses especially are 
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meant to be timely and timeless, and a memorable phrase or a traditional 
proverb represents a preformulated and commonly known bit of wisdom 
that underscores the value system and mentality of the people. All of this 
must be understood with an obvious caveat, of course. As with everything 
in life the proverbs “Everything in moderation” and “Nothing in excess” 
also hold true for the use of proverbs in inaugural addresses. But now and 
then a solid statement of timeless folk wisdom in the form of a proverb 
will clearly do no harm, as some of the very best inaugural addresses by 
American presidents make abundantly clear. An occasional proverb at the 
right moment will not hinder the call for eloquence in political rhetoric.
187
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“We Are All in the Same Boat Now”
Proverbial Discourse in the Churchill-Roosevelt Correspondence
Recounting his second visit to Washington in mid-June of 1942 in his 
celebrated six-volume personal history of The Second World War (1948–
1954), Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill relates how at a meeting 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and General George C. Marshall agreed 
spontaneously to let the British armed forces have an urgently needed supply 
of Sherman tanks and guns. Still overwhelmed years later by this generous 
and philanthropic action, Churchill cites the proverb “A friend in need is 
a friend indeed”1 to underline this clear proof of the close friendship that 
existed between the United States and Great Britain during the war years. 
But this piece of traditional wisdom could on a more comprehensive level 
also serve as a proverbial leitmotif to characterize the remarkable friendship 
that tied these two remarkable world leaders together in their fi ght against 
the common enemy in Europe and Asia.
They expressed their friendship for each other during telephone calls 
and at several high-level meetings, but these oral exchanges were of course 
not recorded. But there is their extensive correspondence that bears witness 
to the fact that the two leaders had a special relationship during almost 
six years between 1939 and 1945. Hardly a day went by when not at least 
one telegram, memorandum or letter was exchanged, with 1161 and 788 
messages sent by Churchill and Roosevelt respectively. Warren F. Kimball has 
edited this invaluable historical record in three massive volumes of Churchill 
& Roosevelt: The Complete Correspondence (1984) that bring to light the 
communicative and rhetorical prowess of both men. Since the messages 
were private and secretive, shared only with very close family members and 
advisors, they refl ect a “candid, friendly, informal atmosphere that both men 
worked to create and preserve” (I,3).2 And when certain exchanges were 
prepared by advisors (primarily in the case of Roosevelt3), casual remarks 
concerning private matters would be added at the end, giving the letters or 
at least part of them an air of refreshing informality and at times colloquial 
spontaneity.
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Much has been said and written about this friendship, and the numerous 
comprehensive biographies are replete with factual accounts and at times 
apocryphal stories.4 But there are also several book-length studies that deal 
with their special relationship,5 with Keith Alldritt’s The Greatest of Friends: 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill (1995) and Jon Meacham’s 
Franklin and Winston: An Intimate Portrait of an Epic Friendship (2003)6
describing and analyzing their friendship without over-romanticizing their 
“love” for each other. After all, it was Churchill who depended on Roosevelt 
and the American forces and who had to submit to Roosevelt’s idiosyncracies 
more often than Roosevelt had to put up with Churchill’s robust nature. As 
the war went on and Roosevelt realized that the world would be divided 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, Churchill was repeatedly 
made to feel like the third man out among Roosevelt, Stalin, and himself 
representing the waning British Empire. One is reminded of the proverb 
“Two is company but three’s a crowd,” which does not, however, appear in 
the correspondence.
The Proverbial Prowess of Two World Leaders
Churchill and Roosevelt did their best to keep on friendly terms, and 
whenever there were “lover’s quarrels” in their increasingly problematic 
relationship, both took care to make amends as they fought their common 
enemies. Great orators and stylists that they were, they always found the 
right tone and words to heal the wounds infl icted by the game of power 
politics. In the long run, their friendship survived and their common goal of 
defeating the Axis powers was achieved. Roosevelt clearly also had his friend 
Winston Churchill in mind when, at the height of the Second World War, 
he included the following remarks in his fourth inaugural speech on January 
20, 1945: “We have learned that we cannot live alone, at peace; that our own 
well-being is dependent on the well-being of other nations far away. We have 
learned that we must live as men, not as ostriches, nor as dogs in the manger. 
We have learned the simple truth, as Emerson said, that ‘the only way to 
have a friend is to be one.’”7 The metaphors of the proverbial expressions “to 
be an ostrich” and “to be a dog in the manger” added much expressiveness 
to Roosevelt’s argument that the United States cannot be blind to world 
events and that it also cannot retreat into isolationism. Instead, America 
needs to act as a friend to all free nations, as expressed with the quotation 
from Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay on Friendship (1841) that has long since 
become a proverb.8
Turning from their valiant deeds as politicians to their rhetorical ability, 
both Churchill and Roosevelt have uttered concise statements that have 
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become part of the sententious if not proverbial repertoire of the Anglo-
American language. Two famous examples readily come to mind: Roosevelt, 
on March 4, 1933, began his fi rst inaugural address with the claim that “the 
only thing we have to fear is fear itself,”9 thus rallying the American people to 
accept his New Deal that would get them out of the devastating depression. 
And on May 13, 1940, Churchill electrifi ed members of the House of 
Commons and the entire British nation with his statement “I have nothing 
to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat,”10 getting the British people behind 
his vigorous struggle against Nazi Germany. Especially regarding Churchill, 
much has been made of his capacity as a “phrase forger”11 and his interest 
in employing the English language as an effective rhetorical weapon.12 In 
fact, his predisposition to proverbial rhetoric, something that Adolf Hitler 
matched with his manipulative use of proverbial language on the other 
side,13 has been studied in considerable detail.14 Roosevelt’s careful attention 
to his oratorical skills at public speeches, press conferences, and especially 
during his famous “fi reside chats” has also been scrutinized,15 but his quite 
similar inclination towards the use of proverbs and proverbial expressions 
has hitherto gone completely unnoticed. There is merely a very short study 
that refers to Churchill’s and Roosevelt’s “use of clichés,”16 but there are no 
textual examples (!) and proverbial matters are not even mentioned.
To make things worse, scholars have paid very little attention to the 
style of the letters by these two linguistic giants. Letters as a textual corpus 
have not received enough attention by language-oriented investigators, and 
it is amazing that the scrupulous editor of the Churchill and Roosevelt 
correspondence does not say one word about the rhetorical nature of these 
important letters in his otherwise highly informative introduction (I,3–20). 
And yet, both men were such keen observers and practitioners of language, 
with Churchill receiving the Nobel prize for literature in 1953, clearly 
also a recognition of his linguistic abilities. Despite their superb university 
educations and privileged family backgrounds, the two political leaders 
were well aware of the fact that they needed to fi nd language with which to 
relate their ideas clearly and somewhat plainly to the common people. This 
deep interest in communicating with the masses of their two democracies 
caused them to craft and deliver speeches (albeit in the case of Roosevelt 
with the help of highly capable speechwriters) that could reach the general 
population.
Proverbial expressions and proverbs were most certainly part of this 
common linguistic ground, and this proverbial language also carried over 
into their secretive war correspondence. While many letters contain factual 
paragraphs relating to pragmatic matters of conducting the war, there is 
always room for personal comments to underscore emotional states, ranging 
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from frustrations and disappointments to expressions of thankfulness and 
friendship. It is in such tense or joyful passages that the colloquial language 
of proverbs and proverbial expressions enters, giving their letters a deeply 
emotional and heart-warming touch. And the two friends are an even match 
proverbially, with Churchill using 238 proverbial statements in his 1161 
letters, messages, and telegrams (an average of one phrase per 4.88 letters), 
and Roosevelt employing 206 such phrases in his 788 epistolary texts (one 
phrase per 4.86 letters). This might not be a very high frequency of proverbial 
utterances, but it must be remembered that some messages are merely a line 
or two long, while the longer documents are often procedural or planning 
documents that were composed in matter-of-fact wording. But be that as it may, 
a close analysis of the proverbial language of this unparalleled correspondence 
by two superb politicians, admirable human beings, and special friends will 
show that these colorful metaphors and pieces of folk wisdom added much 
to their communicative process in highly troubled times. 
“Two Hearts that Beat as One”—Personal Touches
It was Roosevelt who on September 11, 1939, shortly after the beginning of 
World War II, contacted Churchill, thus setting the stage for several years of 
support and friendship between them as they built a powerful and necessary 
alliance against the Nazi menace:
It is because you and I occupied similar positions in the World War 
that I want you to know how glad I am that you are back again in 
the Admiralty. Your problems are, I realize, complicated by new factors 
but the essential is not very different. What I want you and the Prime 
Minister [Chamberlain] to know is that I shall at all times welcome it 
if you will keep me in touch personally with anything you want me to 
know about. You can always send sealed letters through your pouch or 
my pouch. (I,24)
The fact that both men had been in their respective navies helped 
to bond them as comrades in their struggles, and they quite obviously 
delighted in using nautical phrases in their letters as time went on. For 
now, they are content in proverbially “staying in touch,” but also wishing 
to meet personally, as Roosevelt states on February 1, 1940: “I wish much 
that I could talk things over with you in person—but I am grateful to you 
for keeping me in touch, as you do” (I,34). Much, of course, was already at 
stake for Churchill in his lone fi ght against Nazi Germany, while the United 
States still pursued a somewhat isolationist course. Much hoping to draw 
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America into the war as an ally, Churchill used indirect proverbial language 
(i.e., “fair play” and “to be at stake”) on November 6, 1940, to hint that the 
newly reelected President needs to look closely at the responsibilities of his 
country regarding the threatened free world: “I feel that you will not mind 
my saying that I prayed for your success and that I am truly thankful for it. 
This does not mean that I seek or wish anything more than the full fair and 
free play of your mind upon the world issues now at stake in which our two 
nations have to discharge their respective duties. We are now entering upon 
a somber phase of what must evidently be a protracted and broadening war, 
and I look forward to being able to interchange any thoughts with you in 
all that confi dence and goodwill which has grown up between us since I 
went to the Admiralty at the outbreak” (I,81; repeated on November 8, 
1944 [III,383]). This is proverbial pleading by indirection, and Roosevelt, 
while staying out of the war, helped as much as he could, encouraging his 
troubled friend on May 1, 1941, by simply stating proverbially: “Keep up 
the good work” (I,180).
With the United States having entered the war, Churchill wrote a two-
line birthday message to his distant friend on January 30, 1942, which shows 
how political and familial matters add up to a strong personal relationship: 
“Many happy returns of the day, and may your next birthday see us a long 
lap forward on our road. Please give my kindest regards to Mrs. Roosevelt” 
(I,335). Roosevelt responded one day later with a most touching declaration 
of their friendship: “Thank you ever so much for your wire. It is fun to be 
in the same decade with you” (I,337).17 About six weeks later, on March 
18, 1942, Roosevelt chose the proverbial expression “to take a leaf out of 
someone’s book” to remind his friend in a very personal manner to take 
good care of himself:
I know you will keep up your optimism and your grand driving force, 
but I know you will not mind if I tell you that you ought to take a leaf 
out of my notebook. Once a month I go to Hyde Park for four days, 
crawl into a hole and pull the hole [sic] in after me. I am called on 
the telephone only if something of really great importance occurs. I 
wish you would try it, and I wish you would lay a few bricks or paint 
another picture. (I,422) 
And when his wife Eleanor went on a good-will visit to Great Britain in 
October 1942, Franklin sent a short letter along with her that began with “I 
confi de my Missus to take care of you and Mrs. Churchill. I know our better 
halves will hit it off beautifully” (October 19, 1942; I,633). In addition to 
this twofold use of proverbial phrases, Roosevelt ends his short note with yet 
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another proverbial metaphor, indicating that he and Churchill were facing 
similar concerns with the media: “My trip to the west coast was well worth 
while and the people are all right—not the newspaper owners. You have that 
same headache” (I,633).
Such short notes referring to their similar situations as President or 
Prime Minister are often couched in proverbial language, giving them a 
personal and emotional touch. This is certainly the case in a short personal 
and secret message that Churchill wrote on July 31, 1943, regarding the 
Anglo-American policy in the Italian campaign: “I have not had time to 
consult my colleagues but I have no doubt whatever that our joint draft as 
amended expresses in perfect harmony the minds of our 2 governments on 
the broad policy to be pursued [in the case of Italy’s surrender]. It seems to 
be a case of ‘Two hearts that beat as one’“ (II,367). But there is also humor, 
as for example in the thank-you note that Churchill included with a portrait 
of himself for Roosevelt on May 1, 1944: “My dear Franklin, You kindly 
sent me recently a portrait of yourself which I like very much and have hung 
in my bedroom. Here is a tit for your tat. I hope you will accept it, fl attering 
though it be to me, and like it as much as I do yours. Yours ever, Winston 
S. C.” (III,120). Churchill also used a bit of proverbial humor in a letter of 
May 28, 1944, trying to convince his friend to agree to a major strategic 
meeting: “Doctor Churchill informs you that a sea voyage in one of your 
great new battleships would do you no end of good” (III,149). Roosevelt 
clearly enjoyed this type of light-hearted communication to counterbalance 
the seriousness of the war situation, as seen from his response on the following 
day: “I should like very much to accept Dr. Churchill’s advice to make a sea 
voyage in your direction and I hope to do so at a later date” (III,151).
And Churchill was persistent in his insistence on a meeting, including 
also their ally Joseph Stalin (called by them Uncle Joe). In his letter of July 
16, 1944, he goes so far as to tell Roosevelt that proverbially speaking, he 
is completely in his hands, i.e., utterly dependent on Roosevelt’s good will: 
“When are we going to meet and where? That we must meet soon is certain. 
It would be better that U. J. came too. I am entirely in your hands. I would 
brave the reporters at Washington or the mosquitos of Alaska!” (III,249). 
The meeting of the “big three” took place eventually at Yalta between 
February 4 and 11, 1945,18 and it was here where Roosevelt openly snubbed 
Churchill while trying to build a relationship with Stalin who, admittedly, 
would become a more important partner in world politics after the war 
than Churchill’s declining British Empire. But Churchill, obviously hurt, 
could forgive (but not forget), addressing his letter of March 17, 1945 quite 
formerly with “Prime Minister to President Roosevelt.” And yet, at the end 
he signs the letter with his fi rst name Winston, with his epistle stating once 
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again that their friendship has been and will continue to be, proverbially 
expressed, a rock on which the free world could be helped back on its feet:
I hope that the numerous telegrams I have to send you on so many of 
our diffi cult and intertwined affairs are not becoming a bore to you. Our 
friendship is the rock on which I build for the future of the world so 
long as I am one of the builders. [...] I remember the part our personal 
relations have played in the advance of the world cause now nearing its 
fi rst military goal. [...] Peace with Germany and Japan on our terms will 
not bring much rest to you and me (if I am still responsible). When the 
war of the giants is over, the wars of the pygmies will begin. There will 
be a torn, ragged and hungry world to help to its feet: and what will 
Uncle Joe or his successor say to the way we should both like to do it?” 
(III,574)
Always forward looking, Churchill made amends with his old friend 
before Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, leaving Churchill to carry on the 
fi ght for democracy as the “iron curtain” fell in Europe and the Cold War 
commenced.19
“The Sooner the Better”—Proverbial Plans
The friendship between Churchill and Roosevelt was in part based on the 
necessity of working together towards the same goal. The President certainly 
had it right when on December 25, 1942, he sent this short message to 
London: “The Roosevelts send the Churchills warm personal Christmas 
greetings. The old teamwork is grand” (II,88). And for this proverbially 
grand team of work horses to succeed, it was necessary “to take (keep) 
the same line” and “to be in step” with each other. These not particularly 
metaphorical phrases act as leitmotifs throughout the letters, giving the 
two men a colloquial way of reminding each other how important a joint 
approach to war strategies was: “It is important that we should take the 
same line although we need not necessarily adopt exactly the same wording” 
(Churchill, October 14, 1944; III,356); “I have today sent the following 
to Stalin. You will see that we are in step” (Roosevelt, December 30, 1944; 
III,482); “I am delighted with our being in such perfect step” (Churchill, 
April 1, 1945; III,602); and “Please tell me how you think the matter 
should be handled so that we may keep in line together” (Churchill, April 
11, 1945; III,624).
The expressions “to be at stake” and “high stakes” are also repeatedly 
employed to tell each other in plain language how important various missions 
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are: “Don’t you think perhaps it would be benefi cial to us both if this leak 
[to the press] could be run down and so avoid another one in the future 
when there is more at stake” (Roosevelt, October 4, 1943; II,491); and “The 
stakes are very high on both sides and the suspense is long-drawn. I feel 
sure we shall win” (Churchill, March 4, 1944; III,18). For Churchill, who 
so very much relied on American help, the repeated use of the proverbial 
expression “to bridge the gap” took on a special sense of urgency as he asked 
or begged for support: “Immediate needs are: fi rst of all, the loan of forty 
or fi fty of your older destroyers to bridge the gap between what we have 
now and the large new construction we put in hand at the beginning of 
the war” (Churchill, May 15, 1940; I,37). And the understanding of the 
immediacy of assistance and action on both sides of the Atlantic is also 
well expressed in the non-metaphorical proverb “The sooner, the better” 
that adds a bit of persuasive power to their statements: “It seems to me in 
the light of your recent cable the sooner this mission [to discuss Russian 
supply requirements] gets to Moscow the better” (Roosevelt, September 
8, 1941; I,240); “Grand [Churchill’s plan to visit the United States]. The 
quicker the better including the receiver’s wife” (Roosevelt, June 10, 1942; 
I,508); and when it was suggested later that another meeting could take 
place at Casablanca, Churchill responded immediately and forcefully: “Yes, 
certainly; the sooner the better. I am greatly relieved. It is the only thing to 
do” (Churchill, December 21, 1942; II,86). And Roosevelt also relied on 
this rather blasé proverb in the following year when Churchill agreed to 
come to Washington: “I am really delighted you are coming. I agree most 
heartily that we have some important business to settle at once; the sooner 
the better” (Roosevelt, May 2, 1943; II,206).
The somewhat more metaphorical expression “to be at (break) a 
deadlock,” conjuring up the image of locking brakes on a cart, is quite 
naturally called upon by the Prime Minister and President to refer to an 
impasse in negotiations or to an apparently unsolvable problem. Considering 
the incredible challenges both men faced in executing various plans and 
actions, this overused English phrase takes on a pressing signifi cance that is 
anything but a cliché: “I have been much concerned at the delay in reaching 
an agreement in respect to the naval and air bases [in Great Britain]. 
Indeed, the negotiations appear to be deadlocked on a number of points of 
considerable importance” (Roosevelt, February 25, 1941; I,138); “It seems 
to me that the situation [on the Russian front] is changing so rapidly that 
we should do well to let a week or so pass before ourselves taking steps 
to break the deadlock [over letting Anglo-American planes operate behind 
Russian lines]” (Churchill, December 3, 1942; II,59); and “We must not 
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let this great Italian battle degenerate into a deadlock” (Churchill, October 
26, 1943; II,563). Churchill had even been reluctant to send representatives 
to hold discussions with the Russians: “I deprecate sending our military 
representatives to Moscow. It will only lead to a deadlock and queer the 
pitch” (Churchill, December 3, 1942; II,55). Roosevelt might well have had 
some diffi culty understanding the primarily British proverbial expression “to 
queer the pitch” in the meaning of jeopardizing one’s chances beforehand. 
The “pitch” signifi es a place of performance and an interruption could 
“queer” or spoil the entire matter.20 In any case, it is of interest to note 
how Churchill very shrewdly strengthens his “deadlock” metaphor with 
this somewhat exotic Briticism. It must have struck his friend Franklin 
somewhat “queer” or odd, while enjoying Winston’s proverbial tour de force, 
no doubt!
But as expected, there are also numerous instances where both Churchill 
and Roosevelt employ much more colorful proverbial expressions and 
proverbial comparisons. Of particular interest is, for example, Churchill’s 
reversal of the phrase “to make mountains out of molehills” in his message 
of March 10, 1941, to his American friend: “I have been working steadily 
about the [American lease of ] bases [in England] on turning the mountains 
back into molehills, but even so, the molehills remain to be disposed of. I 
hope to send you a cable on Monday leaving very little that is not cleared 
away. Please lend a hand with the shovel if you can” (I,145). Of course, 
Roosevelt was more than willing to help wherever he could, stating that 
“we may still pull some of the chestnuts out of the fi re” (May 14, 1941; 
I,187), the perfect metaphor for performing diffi cult tasks for an ally. 
Referring to his commitment to increased production of planes, Roosevelt 
writes “we will let no grass grow under our feet” (October 19, 1942; I,633), 
thus underscoring his promise with a colorful image. The headache of 
fi nding the best relationship between the production of merchant ships and 
military escort vessels is also circumscribed proverbially, with the phrase of 
“having your cake and eating it too” indicating that Roosevelt was aware 
of the fact that he was expecting too much: “I presume that we shall never 
satisfy ourselves as to the relative need of merchant ships versus escort 
vessels. In this case I believe we should try to have our cake and eat it too” 
(November 20, 1942; II,44). In other words, he was pushing the problem 
aside, something that he unfortunately also did regarding the vexing Polish 
problem. Churchill recognized early on that Stalin had his eye on taking 
control over Poland, but Roosevelt argued with two well-placed proverbial 
expressions against making an issue out of the matter: “I still think the future 
government [of Poland] and matters like boundaries can be put on ice until 
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we know more about it. This, in line with my general thought that we ought 
not to cross bridges till we come to them” (March 16, 1944; III,48). Clearly 
the President is employing the proverbial phrases here as a convenient ready-
made rationalization process of his non-action at the time. Regarding France 
and its future after D Day and the end of the war, Roosevelt also chose a 
colorful metaphor to tell Churchill that in the long run France would be 
his problem: “I am absolutely unwilling to police France and possibly Italy 
and the Balkans as well. After all, France is your baby and will take a lot of 
nursing in order to bring it to the point of walking alone. It would be very 
diffi cult for me to keep in France my military force or management for any 
length of time” (February 7, 1944; II,709).
Churchill, the masterful stylist, was perfectly able to match Roosevelt’s 
steady use of proverbial phrases that give his messages a certain conversational 
tone. More than Roosevelt, he also integrates expressive proverbial 
comparisons into his explanatory comments, as for example: “Meanwhile 
all operations for ROUNDUP [code name of a plan for a major invasion 
of western Europe from England in 1943] should proceed at full blast, thus 
holding the maximum enemy forces opposite England. All this seems to 
me as clear as noonday” (July 14, 1942; I,529); “Have just returned from 
watching the assault [i.e., invasion of southern France] from considerable 
distance. Everything seems to be working like clockwork here and there 
have been few casualties so far” (August 16, 1944; III,278); and “It is as 
plain as a pike staff that his [Vyacheslay Molotov’s] tactics are to drag the 
business [of dealing with Poland] out” (March 27, 1945; III,587). Referring 
to various other problems, Churchill had also written proverbially to his 
friend Franklin: “I hope however that you will chase these clouds away” 
(August 25, 1943; II,436), and referring to the egocentric Charles de Gaulle 
having become a bit more reasonable, he quite befi ttingly speaks of the 
general’s former desire to run “a one-man show” of French interests: “I am 
satisfi ed that he [de Gaulle] is being increasingly caged and tamed by the 
Committee [of National Liberation] and that there is no longer any danger 
of a one-man show” (January 30, 1944; II,693). And very appropriately, 
Churchill relied on the expression “to be a gamble” regarding the timing of 
the D Day invasion, stressing the incredible risk factor involved: “I go every 
weekend to see the armies preparing here and I have visited some of your 
fi nest divisions. Even more striking are all the extraordinary structures and 
mass of craft already prepared. The weather is a great gamble but otherwise 
I am full of hope” (May 25, 1944; III,143). And the proverbial gamble 
worked with the massive invasion on the Normandy beaches marking the 
true beginning of the end of the Third Reich. 
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“The Pilot Who Weathered the Storm”—Naval Idioms
Both former naval administrators had no problems whatsoever 
understanding each other’s use of maritime expressions. A number of 
scholars have commented on their predilection towards military metaphors 
in general and nautical images in particular, adding up to a pervasive war 
imagery in all modes of oral and written communication.21 But in the 
case of studies on Roosevelt, it is as if their authors have never heard of 
proverbs or proverbial expressions. These genre designations are nowhere 
to be found, and with very rare exceptions only metaphors are cited as 
examples without even mentioning the rich proverbial language of both 
naval persons. They were very cognizant of their earlier employment in 
their respective navies, with Churchill often referring to himself as “Former 
Naval Person” in his letters and Roosevelt commenting once: “As Naval 
people you and I fully understand the vital strength of the fl eet [...] and 
command of the seas means in the long run the saving of democracy and 
the recovery of those suffering temporary reverses” (June 14, 1940; I,48). In 
the proverbial “long run” they did, of course, exactly that as captains of their 
respective “ships of state.”22 Addressing an envelope on January 20, 1941, to 
“A Certain Naval Person,” Roosevelt sent this short note with a quotation 
from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem “Building of the Ship” to his 
treasured comrade:
I think this verse applies to you as it does to us: 
“Sail on, Oh Ship of State!
Sail on, Oh Union strong and great.
Humanity with all its fears
With all the hope of future years
Is hanging breathless on thy fate.” (I,131)
About four weeks later Roosevelt employed the proverbial expression 
“to stem the tide” to tell the former naval person Churchill that the British 
war efforts in Greece have made a real difference. By choosing a maritime 
expression, he was certain to let his friend know how much his efforts in this 
struggle were appreciated: “I think the feeling in America is that the efforts 
which your country made to stem the tide in Greece was a worthy effort and 
the delaying action which you fought there must have greatly weakened the 
Axis” (May 10, 1941; I,184). And about a week later Churchill made use of 
the proverbial phrase “to swim against the stream” to refl ect on the loss of 
ships in the Atlantic and the diffi culty in building new ones: “Where have 
198 Proverbs Are the Best Policy
we got to then? Just making time and swimming level with the bank against 
the stream” (May 19, 1941; I,190).
Roosevelt also relied on the proverbial expression of “to be at the helm” 
to draw Churchill’s attention to the risk of crossing the Atlantic by ship: 
“My one reservation is the great personal risk to you—believe this should 
be given most careful consideration for the Empire needs you at the helm 
and we need you there too” (December 10, 1941; I,286). Knowing that 
Roosevelt would understand his metaphor, Churchill thought it best to 
couch his thoughts on the fi nal date for the Normandy invasion into naval 
phraseology as well: “You will see that all plans are related to the X date 
[the mid-May 1944 schedule of the landing] and if as I think increasingly 
probable the Y date [June 1944] prevails there is a lot of rope to veer and 
haul on” (January 8, 1944; II,657). And Roosevelt, instead of writing that 
the health of his major advisor Harry Hopkins was getting better, turns to 
the naval phrase “to be on deck” as a fi tting metaphor: “Harry is improving 
slowly following a severe attack of infl uenza. This however was complicated 
by a recurrence of his old digestive disturbance. I hope that he will be 
on deck again in a month’s time, but it is a slow job” (January 20, 1944; 
II,689). And when Roosevelt, as once promised to Churchill, could not be 
in England for the upcoming June invasion in 1944, he chose the proverbial 
phrase “to miss the boat” to express his disappointment: “I do not believe I 
can get away for over a month. Of course, I am greatly disappointed that I 
could not be in England just at this moment, but perhaps having missed the 
boat it will be best not to make the trip until the events of the near future are 
more clear” (May 20, 1944; III,139). Among those future events was also 
Roosevelt’s fourth campaign for the presidency, and it was Churchill who 
paid his friend in arms a touching compliment after his reelection, drawing 
very appropriately on the maritime phrase of “to weather the storm” to 
tell Roosevelt how glad he is that he will continue to be the “pilot” of the 
American ship of state: “I always said that a great people could be trusted to 
stand by the pilot who weathered the storm. It is an indescribable relief to 
me that our comradeship will continue and will help to bring the world out 
of misery” (November 8, 1944; III,383).
There are many additional phraseological references in the letters that 
refl ect bellicose times, as for example: “We are determined to fi ght to the 
last inch and ounce for Egypt” (Churchill, May 3, 1941; I,182); “We hope 
soon to turn the bombing heat on to Italy” (Churchill, November 13, 1942; 
I,670); “We must close our ranks on every front for the prosecution of the 
war” (Roosevelt, April 30, 1943; II,204); “We have under development 
a project [fl ying B-29 bombers out of India and China against Japan] 
whereby we can strike a heavy blow at our enemy in the Pacifi c early 
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next year with our new heavy bombers” (Roosevelt, November 10, 1943; 
II,594); and “It may well be that the French losses will grow heavier on 
and after D Day, but in the heat of battle, when British and United States 
troops will probably be losing at a much higher rate, a new proportion 
[regarding these losses] establishes itself in men’s minds” (Churchill, May 
7, 1944; III,123).
Yet clearly the most important proverbial exchange between Churchill 
and Roosevelt took place on December 7, 1941, the very day the Japanese 
had attacked the American naval base at Pearl Harbor. Roosevelt called 
Churchill to tell him of the event and to inform him that he would ask 
Congress for a declaration of war against Japan on the next day, with 
Churchill pledging to do the same. Five years later Churchill recalled the 
short conversation as follows:
In two or three minutes Mr. Roosevelt came through. “Mr President, 
what’s this about Japan?” “It’s quite true,” he replied. “They have attacked 
us at Pearl Harbor. We are all in the same boat now ....” I got on again 
and said, “This certainly simplifi es things. God be with you,” or words 
of that effect. (I,281)
This recollection of the use of the classical proverbial expression “to be 
in the same boat” is substantiated by a short exchange between the President 
and the Prime Minister on the two subsequent days. Having delivered his 
“war message” to Congress on December 8, 1941,23 referring at the beginning 
to the attack as “a date which will live in infamy,” Roosevelt wrote this short 
telegram to Churchill:
The Senate passed the all-out declaration of war eighty-two to nothing, 
and the House has passed it three hundred eighty-eight to one. Today all 
of us are in the same boat with you and the people of the Empire and it 
is a ship which will not and cannot be sunk. (I,283)
And Churchill telegraphed back on December 9, using the proverbial 
phrase once again to express their common fate and struggle in a most fi tting 
naval metaphor:
I am grateful for your telegram of December 8. Now that we are as 
you say “in the same boat” would it not be wise for us to have another 
conference. We could review the whole war plan in the light of reality 
and new facts, as well as the problems of production and distribution. I 
feel all these matters, some of which are causing me concern, can best be 
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settled on the highest executive level. It would also be a very great pleasure 
to me to meet you again, and the sooner the better. (I,282–284)
It is questionable whether Roosevelt or Churchill were aware of the fact 
that their “boat” metaphor is an English translation of the classical Latin 
proverbial expression “in eadem es navi” that has been traced back to a letter 
by Cicero from 53 B.C.24 But they most assuredly were in the same boat 
now, and their large and powerful vessel with its massive war machinery 
moved forward “full blast” (Churchill, September 6, 1942; I,592) towards 
fi nal victory. The proverbial expression “to be in the same boat,” uttered 
at one of the deciding moments in world history, served Roosevelt and 
Churchill well as the penultimate metaphor for their joint struggle, and as 
such is convincing proof that proverbial language does indeed run the whole 
gamut from banal cliché to sublime wisdom.
“We Are on Our Way Shoulder to Shoulder”—Somatic Phrases
Somatic expressions are prevalent in the discourse of both Churchill and 
Roosevelt, with the latter being particularly conscious of body metaphors 
due to his own physical disability.25 They use proverbial expressions to add 
emotional intensity to their messages, clearly showing that this colloquial 
language enables them to let their feelings show during extremely stressful 
times. These phrases also gave the leaders the opportunity to communicate 
complicated matters in vivid and easily recognizable imagery. It must, of 
course, be said that Roosevelt and Churchill were fortunate in that they 
were both native English speakers. These metaphors certainly created ample 
problems for translators, especially during the meetings with Stalin.26
A good example of Churchill’s use of somatic phrases appears in his 
letter of May 17, 1941, where he reports to Roosevelt that Rudolf Hess, 
Deputy Führer and a major Nazi leader, had landed by parachute in 
Scotland wanting to negotiate a separate British-German settlement: “But 
condition was attached that Hitler would not negotiate with [the] present 
Government in England. This is the old invitation to us to desert all our 
friends in order to save temporarily the greater part of our skin” (I,188). A 
few additional proverbial references from Churchill’s letters and telegrams 
include the following: “I do not like these days of personal stress and I 
have found it diffi cult to keep my eye on the ball” (February 20, 1942; 
I,364); “Anything like a serious difference between you and me would break 
my heart and surely deeply injure both our countries at the height of this 
terrible struggle” (April 12, 1942; I,449); “I appeal to all patriotic men on 
both sides of the Atlantic Ocean to stamp their feet on mischief makers and 
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sowers of tares, wherever they may be found, and let the great machines roll 
into battle under the best possible conditions for our success” (February 11, 
1943; II,145); “At this time four years ago our nation and empire stood alone 
against an overwhelming and implacable enemy, with our backs to the wall” 
(June 2, 1944; III,158); and “Why can you and I not keep this [matters in 
Greece] in our own hands considering how we see eye to eye about so much 
of it?” (June 11, 1944; III,180). This last statement shows how Churchill is 
quite willing to couple two somatic phrases to add a certain metaphorical 
persuasiveness to his argument.
Roosevelt proceeds on similar grounds, always ready to include a body 
metaphor to indicate a human element to his statements, as for example in 
this plain and simple sentence of June 17, 1941, to his British friend: “I have 
the distinct feeling in my bones that things are looking up with you and 
with us” (I,210). A few additional examples show the always encouraging 
and optimistic Roosevelt, as he tries to help Churchill along, who also was 
not lacking in positive willpower to carry on the fi ght: “I hope you will be 
of good heart in these trying weeks because I am very sure that you have the 
great confi dence of the masses of the British people” (February 18, 1942; 
I,362); “What Harry [Hopkins] and [General] Geo. Marshall will tell you 
all about has my heart and mind in it” (April 3, 1942; I,441); “Molotov’s 
visit is, I think, a real success because we have got on a personal footing of 
candor and as good friendship as can be acquired through an interpreter” 
(May 31, 1942; I,503); “I cannot help feeling that the past week represented 
a turning point in the whole war and that now we are on our way shoulder 
to shoulder” (July 27, 1942; I,544; see also June 17, 1943; II,255); “Please 
let me know when you send [the] message to Stalin and I will immediately 
send him a similar message, but I am certain both our messages should 
be so phrased as to leave a good taste in his mouth” (October 5, 1942; 
I,617); “Best of luck in getting rid of our mutual headache [i.e., Charles 
de Gaulle’s involvement in North Africa]” (June 4, 1943; II,230); “I still 
keep my fi ngers crossed. I hope Uncle Joe will agree with us [concerning de 
Gaulle]” (June 24, 1943; II,277); and “Over here new political situations 
crop up every day but so far, by constant attention, I am keeping my head 
above water” (June 2, 1944; III,161).
The letters and telegrams abound with such somatic phrases, often 
appearing at the end of the message, thereby supplying the previously 
discussed military or political issues with a bit of humanity. As such, these 
body metaphors are not “eye wash” (Churchill, August 14, 1942; I,563) or 
nonsense, but rather signifi cant signals of two great allies, who “must stand 
shoulder to shoulder, identically and simultaneously through this miserable 
mess” (Roosevelt, June 17, 1943; II,255).
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“Giving the Cat Another Canary to Swallow”—
Animal Metaphors
Animal expressions are not as frequent in the Churchill and Roosevelt 
correspondence as are somatic phrases. But when they do appear, they take 
on a signifi cant communicative function (including the dehumanization of 
the enemy), quite often with a bit of irony or humor. Churchill obviously 
enjoyed writing the following paragraph to Roosevelt on September 14, 
1942, clearly having a bit of fun in playfully varying the proverbial phrase 
“to kill two birds with one stone” to sum up his argument:
Unless we can offer Stalin something defi nite for say December, we shall 
not get the full facilities we need for preparing airfi elds etc thereabouts. 
Moreover if we are able to make a fi rm offer, albeit contingent on 
favorable events in Egypt, it would be possible at the same time to ask for 
some favors for the Poles. Stalin has given us sixty thousand Poles with 
thirty thousand dependents out of which two and a half Divisions are 
being made, but no provision has been made for recruitment of further 
Poles, Offi cers and men, to keep these forces going. Of these there are 
great numbers in various sorry plights throughout Russia. I thought we 
might help two birds with one piece of sugar. (I,594)
What an ingenious summation of a rather convoluted argument, driving 
the major point home with a colorful image in which the traditional “stone” 
has been replaced by a saccharine substitute of manipulative diplomacy.
Roosevelt also delighted in this type of linguistic play, as for example 
in the following statements based on animal phrases: “You will readily see 
that I do not trust the Chicago Tribune further than you can throw a bull 
by the tail but I do think we need a paper of our own for the soldiers in 
England” (October 6, 1942; I,620); “I went to Hyde Park for fi ve days; got 
full of health in glorious zero weather—came back here [to Washington] last 
week and have been feeling like a fi ghting cock ever since” (March 17, 1943; 
II,156); “The newspapers here [...] had a fi eld day over General Marshall’s 
duties. The drums were beaten rather loudly by the rest of the press for a few 
days but it is pretty much of a dead cow now” (October 4, 1943; II,489); 
“I prefer to leave things [unconditional-surrender declaration concerning 
Germany] as they are for the time being and we really do not know enough 
about opinions in Germany itself to go on any fi shing expedition there at this 
time” (January 6, 1944; II,652); and there is also this delightful innovation 
of the Bible proverb “A leopard cannot change his spots” (Jeremiah 13:23): 
“It seems clear that prima donnas [here Charles de Gaulle] do not change 
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their spots” (June 12, 1944; III,181), a turn of phrase that must have met 
with hundred percent approval by Winston Churchill.
 Charles de Gaulle proved to be a constant headache for both Roosevelt 
and Churchill, especially as he sought to solidify Gaullist control in Africa 
by pressing for the replacement of Pierre Boisson as Governor General of 
West Africa. When General Henri Giraud left de Gaulle behind in Algiers 
on a trip to Washington, Churchill rightfully wrote a deeply concerned 
telegram to the President on June 25, 1943:
I am somewhat concerned at Giraud leaving Algiers at this juncture on 
a visit to you. If both [Giraud and de Gaulle] were invited it would be 
all right, but I think it dangerous to leave the fi eld open to De Gaulle, 
especially while the position of Boisson is so uncertain. While the mouse 
is away the cat will play two groups undecipherable. (II,279)
Warren Kimball as editor added the following comment to this short 
message: “The fi nal phrase, ‘two groups undecipherable,’ appears in both the 
British and American source documents and would seem to be equivalent of a 
phrase made popular in transcripts of the Nixon White House tapes—expletive 
deleted!” (II,279). It might well be that Churchill had closed his missive with 
something like “God dammit!,” but of even greater interest is his most fi tting 
“anti-proverb”27 “While the mouse is away the cat will play,” the precise inversion 
of the traditional proverb “While the cat’s away the mice will play” to explain 
that the catty de Gaulle would cause even more trouble while being left to his 
own devices. This is clearly one of the best examples of proverbial indirection 
in this fascinating correspondence replete with proverbial language.
Churchill enjoyed using proverbial metaphors to describe or relate to 
certain situations or persons, as for example in “Don’t you think the time 
has very nearly come when we might let P.Q. [codeword for the joint Anglo-
American appeal to the Italian people] out of the bag? Otherwise we might 
lose the psychological effect” (July 13, 1943; II,322); “You will I am sure 
share my relief that Leros [an island off the west coast of Turkey] has so far 
managed to hold out. ‘The dogs under the table eat of the childrens [sic]
crumbs’” (October 23, 1943; II,557); and the somewhat humorous but at 
the same time frustrated beginning of yet another letter of February 1, 1944: 
“The following has just arrived from U.J. and as I do not know whether you 
have a separate copy I repeat it to you with the following comment ‘What 
can you expect from a bear but a growl?’” (II,694).
But there is one fi nal play with the proverbial comparison “to look like 
a (the) cat ate (swallowed) a (the) canary” of 19th-century American origin 
with the meaning of being well satisfi ed with oneself.28 To understand this 
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metaphorical game played by the President and Prime Minister, it must be 
kept in mind that “cat” for them meant the press, while the “canary” stood 
for a German submarine. Roosevelt began the verbal game with his letter 
of July 15, 1943, in which he opposed making a special announcement 
of recent sinkings of German U-boats, lest Americans would get the 
unfortunate impression that victory was in sight:
The wave of optimism that has followed recent successes and our latest 
release on the anti-submarine situation is defi nitely slowing down 
production. We cannot afford to further infl ate this costly public disregard 
of the realities of the situation, and therefore I doubt the wisdom at this 
time of giving the cat another canary to swallow. (II,327)
The linguistically adept Churchill caught on quickly to the metaphor, 
responding the next day with a two-line telegram that must have tickled 
Roosevelt: “My cat likes canaries and her appetite grows with eating. However, 
news is now outdated as we have altogether 18 canaries this month” (II,328). 
Four days later, on July 20, 1943, Roosevelt kept up the game, but this time 
“canary” stands for the two islands taken by the allied forces, who are referred 
to somewhat jokingly as “pussycats.” The additional use of the proverbial 
phrase “to fall into someone’s lap” helps to underscore the obvious delight 
over this easy success: “By-the-way, Martinique and Guadaloupe became ripe 
and fell into our laps without loss of life or any slowing up of the main war 
effort—another canary for us pussycats” (II,338). When Churchill writes 
again on July 25, 1943, the indirect reference to submarines and the media 
is back again: “Up to date in July, we have caught 26 canaries, which is good 
for 25 days. There should be quite a good meal for our cats when the time 
comes” (II,345). And about a week later, on July 31, 1943, he once again 
has a bit of fun with this proverbial game: “The July canaries to date number 
35 making a total of 85 in the 91 days since May 1. Good hunting. Instead 
of making any announcement as agreed on August 10 let us settle together 
on the 12th what food our cats are to have” (II,368). Thus ends a proverbial 
play that at fi rst sight appears to trivialize the dreadful submarine warfare in 
the Atlantic. But that was by no means the intent by Roosevelt or Churchill, 
who played the game merely as a bit of humorous relief in a time of terrible 
stress and loss of thousands of lives on both sides of the raging war.
“All War Is a Struggle for Position”—Proverbial Wisdom
Neither Churchill nor Roosevelt used many proverbs or quotations in 
their relatively short letters and telegrams. It was one thing to add some 
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metaphorical spice to these messages in the form of proverbial phrases and 
proverbial comparisons, but folk wisdom or sententious remarks might 
have added too much of a didactic or authoritative tone to the sensitive 
correspondence. The Prime Minister and the President in their own way 
did enough explaining and at times teaching in their letters, and clearly 
they did not want to add fuel to the fi re with ready-made bits of wisdom. 
And yet, in one of his longer letters to Roosevelt of November 12, 1940, 
Churchill included the following explanatory paragraph ending with one of 
Napoleon’s famous maxims that clearly has a proverbial ring to it in military 
circles:
From this brief summary it must be apparent to you how terribly narrow 
is the margin upon which we are operating today. Our prospects of 
victory depend upon our holding all the main theatres we do today, the 
Atlantic, the Mediterranean including Gibraltar and Suez, the passage 
from the North to the South Atlantic around the Cape of Good Hope, 
while you hold the Pacifi c, till the beginning of 1942, when your great 
increment of armament comes in. If we give up any of these positions, or 
the enemy break through, then, the positions from which he can attack 
become immensely extended, the blockade is impaired, and totalitarian 
power begins to crowd in on ourselves, on South America, and on you. 
Never was there a clearer case of Napoleon’s maxim: “All war is a struggle 
for position.” (I,91)
And outlining Adolf Hitler’s modus operandi in his war of aggression, 
Churchill makes use of the classical proverb “One thing at a time” to 
describe how the dictator is proceeding step by step: “Hitler has shown 
himself inclined to avoid the Kaiser’s mistake. He does not wish to be 
drawn into a war with the United States until he has gravely undermined 
the power of Great Britain. His maxim is ‘one at a time’” (December 7, 
1940; I,106). Here the proverb served Churchill very well to pinpoint 
Hitler’s method of conquest.
Roosevelt employed proverbs and quotations in a similar vein. In his 
letter of November 19, 1942, he reports to Churchill how he had used a 
fascinating non-English proverb during a recent press conference to explain 
to reporters why he was dealing both with the Vichy French Admiral Jean 
Darlan and National Liberation General Charles de Gaulle in North Africa, 
clearly a contradiction but seemingly a necessary evil: “I told the press 
yesterday in confi dence an old orthodox church proverb used in the Balkans 
that appears applicable to our present Darlan-de Gaulle problem. ‘My 
children, it is permitted you in time of grave danger to walk with the devil 
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until you have crossed the bridge’” (II,22). This certainly was an apt use of 
a proverb to explain a complex strategic maneuver. But there are, of course, 
also very straightforward and less serious examples of proverbs in the letters. 
Thus, when Roosevelt was dealing with the possible location of a meeting 
with Churchill somewhere in North Africa, he writes his friend somewhat 
humorously: “I asked General Smith, who left here four or fi ve days ago, 
to check up confi dentially on some possible tourist oasis as far from any 
city or large population as possible. One of the dictionaries says ‘an oasis is 
never wholly dry.’ Good old dictionary!’” (December 14, 1942; II,74), and 
when the matter of Roosevelt not receiving a couple of Churchill’s telegrams 
gets resolved, the Prime Minister writes: “Naturally I was puzzled at not 
receiving an answer, so rang up Harry [Hopkins]. All’s well that ends well” 
(July 13, 1942; I,527).
But there are a few more signifi cant occurrences of proverbs in the 
letters, where the folk wisdom helps to clarify a major strategic point, as for 
example in the case of what to do with Mussolini and his fascist partners after 
their fall from power. Roosevelt once again made use of a proverb to make 
his point to Churchill: “It is my opinion that an effort to seize the ‘head 
devil’ in the early future would prejudice our primary objective which is to 
get Italy out of the war. We can endeavor to secure the person of the ‘head 
devil’ and his assistants in due time, and then to determine their individual 
degrees of guilt for which ‘the punishment should fi t the crime’” (July 30, 
1943; II,362). In other words, Roosevelt is making a promise here that the 
fascist leaders will be held accountable in front of a tribunal. And Churchill 
also turned to a well-known proverb to argue for the announcement of what 
generals will be entrusted with the major D Day invasion: “I am hoping this 
can be settled soon. To give OVERLORD the best chance the commanders 
should be at it now. The eye of the master maketh the horse fat” (October 
22, 1943; II,551). This is powerful metaphorical medicine for President 
Roosevelt fi nally to announce that General Eisenhower would be the 
supreme commander for the invasion. 
The Normandy beaches but also the future of France were always on 
Churchill’s and Roosevelt’s minds. Especially Churchill worried about a 
possible civil war in that country, arguing to Roosevelt that “to carry civil war 
into France is to lose the future of that unfortunate country and prevent the 
earliest expression of the will of the people as a whole, in fact, we should be 
lending ourselves to a process of adding to the burdens and sacrifi ces of our 
troops and of infringing our fundamental principle, ‘All governments derive 
their just powers from the consent of the governed’“ (December 23, 1943; 
II,630). Churchill did well to quote this famous phrase from the American 
Declaration of Independence (1776), knowing only too well that this would 
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strike a sympathetic chord in Roosevelt. Churchill was also concerned 
that the United States might break diplomatic relations with the military 
government in Argentina, thus interrupting the steady fl ow of supplies from 
that country to Great Britain. Again he employs a common folk proverb to 
plead his case: “Our Chiefs of Staff consider that an immediate cessation 
of Argentine supplies will rupture military operations on the scale planned 
for this year. I cannot cut the British ration lower than it is now. We really 
must look before we leap. We can always save up and pay them back when 
our hands are clear. I must enter my solemn warning of the gravity of the 
situation which will follow an interruption of Argentine supplies” (January 
23, 1944; II,678). It is important to note how Churchill personalizes the 
proverb “Look before you leap” by changing it to “We must look before we 
leap,” clearly arguing from the point of view of the Anglo-American alliance 
and the friendship between Roosevelt and himself.
Finally, there is also Winston Churchill’s statement of December 10, 
1944: “My guiding principle is ‘No peace without victory’“ (III,451), 
a maxim that most certainly expressed Franklin Roosevelt’s philosophy 
as well, as the two world leaders and friends joined forces to defend the 
democracies against fascist and dictatorial powers. It has not been registered 
in any of the books of quotations, but President Woodrow Wilson did 
use a similar formulation during his address to the Senate of the United 
States on January 22, 1917: “It must be a peace without victory. [...] Only 
a peace between equals can last.”29 Of course, at the end of World War I, 
the idealistic Wilson did not get his way of such a peace on equal footing, 
a failure that in the long run helped to bring about World War II. At the 
end of this second European catastrophe, both Churchill and Roosevelt 
understandably felt that idealism once again had to give way to the reality 
of unconditional surrender and fi nal victory. The crimes against humanity 
by the Axis powers had been too severe, and the principle of “No peace 
without victory” had to prevail. Unfortunately, as both Churchill and Harry 
S. Truman30 as Roosevelt’s successor recognized only too quickly, the victors 
would very soon slither into a new type of war that became the menace for 
the next fi fty years, the so-called Cold War.
“Lovers’ Quarrels Are the Renewal of Love”—
Lasting Friendship
The friendship between the two world leaders became ever more strained 
during the last year before Roosevelt’s death. When they met with Stalin 
in February of 1945 at Yalta, “it was the true twilight of Roosevelt and 
Churchill’s friendship,”31 with Roosevelt pushing Churchill aside rather 
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unfairly in favor of building a relationship with Stalin in preparation of 
dealing with the Soviet Union as a super power after the war. Roosevelt and 
Churchill also strongly disagreed over Churchill’s insistence of an all-out 
thrust toward Berlin by General Eisenhower so that Berlin could be taken 
by Anglo-American forces. But the Americans were content with letting the 
Russian troops march into Berlin fi rst, a situation that later resulted in the 
division of Germany, the dropping of the iron curtain across Europe, and the 
beginning of the Cold War. But even though Churchill lost his important 
plea with Roosevelt and Eisenhower, he chose to accept this unfortunate 
defeat gracefully in a letter of April 5, 1945, to his friend Roosevelt. Quoting 
a classical Latin proverb dating back to Terence32 that is well-known in its 
English translation of “Lovers’ quarrels are the renewal of love,” Churchill 
signalled his continued willingness to maintain his friendship with Roosevelt 
that had weathered various storms throughout the war:
My personal relations with General Eisenhower are of the most friendly 
character. I regard the matter [of the delayed advance by the Allies 
towards Berlin] as closed and to prove my sincerity I will use one of 
my very few Latin quotations, “Amantium irae amoris integratio est.” 
(III,612)
Of course, Churchill was perfectly capable of quoting Latin proverbs 
and sententious remarks,33 but the fact that he did it in this letter adds a bit 
of irony to his statement, since it sent Roosevelt’s staff scrambling to fi nd 
a translation. Churchill had, so to speak, a small moment of intellectual 
one-upmanship, but he nevertheless meant what he said! When the deep 
friendship between him and Roosevelt came to an abrupt end six days 
later on April 12, 1945, Churchill must defi nitely have been glad that he 
had written this message of loving friendship just before the death of the 
President. 
But it is also one last proverbial exchange between the weary warriors 
bound together by common goals and, despite their differences towards the 
very end, by their love and friendship for each other. Their correspondence 
shows that proverbs and proverbial expressions played a considerable role in 
their almost daily exchange of messages, and these ready-made phrases of 
folk speech did much to bring about a mutual international understanding 
of war strategies and world affairs.34 It certainly behooves social scientists, 
linguists, phraseologists and paremiologists to pay much closer attention to 
the language of political leaders, as they make critical decisions about war 
and peace throughout the world.35 While many proverbial statements not 
mentioned here are of no particular relevance as clichés, those contextualized 
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references discussed take on very important communicative functions, be 
they emotional, manipulative, explanatory, didactic, or argumentative in 
nature. In the case of the unique wartime correspondence between Winston 
S. Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, this special proverbial language 
gave both great men the opportunity to build a relationship based on trust 
and friendship that made it possible for them and the Anglo-American 
alliance to be and travel “in the same boat” together.
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“Good Fences Make Good Neighbors”
The Sociopolitical Signifi cance of an Ambiguous Proverb
Contrary to popular opinion, those seemingly plain and simple truths 
called proverbs are anything but straightforward bits of traditional wisdom. 
A glance into any proverb collection quickly reveals their contradictory 
nature, as can be seen from such well-known proverb pairs as “Absence makes 
the heart grow fonder” and “Out of sight, out of mind.” Proverbs are not 
universal truths, and their insights are not based on a logical philosophical 
system. Instead, they contain the general observations and experiences 
of humankind, including life’s multifaceted contradictions. But matters 
are even more complex, since the actual meaning of a particular proverb 
depends on its function in a given context.1 In fact, Kenneth Burke was 
absolutely correct when he stated that metaphorical “proverbs are strategies 
for dealing with situations. In so far as situations are typical and recurrent 
in a given social structure, people develop names for them and strategies for 
handling them. Another name for strategies might be attitudes.”2 By naming 
social situations, proverbs express generalizations, infl uence or manipulate 
people, comment on behavioral patterns, satirize societal ills, strengthen 
accepted beliefs or, in short, make positive or negative comments regarding 
practical social conduct.3 Above all, proverbs are used to disambiguate 
complex situations and events, but since proverbs as analogies are themselves 
ambiguous, i.e., open to multiple interpretations, they can prove to be of a 
vexing and paradoxical analogic ambiguity.4
This is certainly true for the appearance of the well-known proverb “Good 
fences make good neighbors” in such different contextual environments 
as literary works, legal briefs, mass media, advertisements, and, of course, 
oral communication on a personal or sociopolitical level. Simply stated, 
the inherent ambiguity of the proverb lies in the fact that its metaphor 
contains both the phenomenon of fencing in someone or something while 
at the same time fencing the person or thing out. This being the case, it is 
only natural to ask such questions as: When and why do good fences make 
good neighbors? When and why should we build a fence or wall in the fi rst 
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place? and When and why should we tear such a structure down? In other 
words, the proverb contains within itself the “irresolvable tension between 
boundary and hospitality,”5 between demarcation and common space, 
between individuality and collectivity, and between many other confl icting 
attitudes that separate people from each other, be it as neighbors in a village 
or city or as nations on the international scene. Much is obviously at stake 
when it comes to erecting a fence or a wall, no matter whether the structure 
is meant for protection or separation from the other, to wit the Great Wall 
of China, the Berlin Wall, the walls that separate Americans from Mexicans 
or Israelis from Palestinians, and one individual neighbor from another. 
What for heavens sake is the folk wisdom of the proverb “Good fences make 
good neighbors”? After all, should it not be the goal of humankind to tear 
down fences and walls everywhere? How can anybody justify the erection or 
maintenance of barriers between people and neighbors?
In order to answer these legitimate questions, a wealth of materials 
concerning the history, use, and meaning of the proverb needs to be 
investigated.6 The attempt has been made to give as complete a picture 
of this fascinating proverb as possible, but many additional texts cannot 
be cited here due to space restrictions. One thing is for certain, however: 
the study of but one proverb like “Good fences make good neighbors” 
is an intriguing exercise in culture, folklore, history, language, mentality, 
psychology, and worldview, indicating clearly that there is no such thing as 
a simple proverb.
International Proverbs about Fences
People everywhere and at all times have seen the pros and cons of a fence 
marking property lines and keeping people from infringing on each other’s 
space. Some of them are actually quite similar to the basic idea of the proverb 
“Good fences make good neighbors,” which advocates some distance between 
neighbors: “There must be a fence between good neighbors” (Norwegian), 
“Between neighbors’ gardens a fence is good” (German), “Build a fence 
even between intimate friends” (Japanese),”Love your neighbor, but do not 
throw down the dividing wall” (Indian [Hindi]), and “Love your neighbor, 
but put up a fence” (Russian). There is even the German proverb “A fence 
between makes love more keen” that shows how a barrier can, in fact, increase 
the love between two people who long for each other.7 If only social and 
political walls could always bring about love between the parties separated 
by the fence! Be that as it may, folk wisdom states again and again that some 
distance between neighbors might be a good idea for the sake of privacy, as 
can be seen in the basic wisdom expressed in the late medieval Latin proverb 
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“Bonum est erigere dumos cum vicinis” (It is good to erect hedges with the 
neighbors).8
Two English Antecedents to the Proverb 
There are two English proverbs that express the principal idea of “Good 
fences make good neighbors,” albeit in different images and structures. 
Thus George Herbert printed in his collection of Outlandish Proverbs 
(1640) the text “Love your neighbor, yet pull not downe your hedge.”9 In 
April of 1754 Benjamin Franklin included the proverb in the wording of 
“Love thy Neighbor; yet don’t pull down your Hedge” in his Poor Richard’s 
Almanack,10 indicating that the proverb had made the jump to North 
America. An almanac of the year 1811 repeated the proverb with a clear 
explanation: “Love thy neighbor; yet pull not down thy hedge. That is to 
say, be courteous, friendly, and neighborly, but never lay yourself open to 
exposure to anyone.”11 Some fi fty years earlier, the British playwright Arthur 
Murphy had warned in his play The Citizen (1763): “You have taught me 
to be cautious in this wide world—Love your neighbor, but don’t pull down 
your hedge.”12 And there is also this telling allusion to the “hedge” proverb 
in Margaret Oliphant’s Scottish novel Neighbors on the Green (1889):
They [some neighbors] were so friendly, that it was once proposed to cut 
it [a hedge] down, and give me and my fl owers more air; but we both 
refl ected that we were mortal; circumstances might change with both of 
us; I might die, and some one else come to the cottage whose inspection 
might not be desirable; or the Admiral might die, and his girls marry, 
and strangers come. In short, the end of it was that the hedge remained; 
but instead of being a thick holly wall, like the rest of my inclosure, it 
was a picturesque hedge of hawthorn, which was very sweet, in spring 
and a perfect mass of convolvulus in autumn; and it had gaps in it and 
openings.13
The “gaps and openings” in the hedge add a particular charm to this 
allusion, and also in the larger political world such monstrous walls as the 
Berlin Wall for example had a hole in them from time to time to leap into 
freedom. Speaking of Germany, the variant “Liebe deinen Nachbar, reiss 
aber den Zaun nicht ein” (Love your neighbor, but do not pull down the 
fence) is still in current use.14
In 1946, Richard Hofstadter made the following remark in a review 
of A Benjamin Franklin Reader (1946), alluding to Robert Frost’s use of 
the proverb in his celebrated poem “Mending Wall” (1914): “‘Love your 
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neighbor; yet don’t pull down your hedge.’ (Almost two centuries later a 
New England poet echoes, ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’).”15 The 
“hedge” proverb continues to be registered in various British and American 
proverb collections,16 and it was collected in oral use in the United States 
between 1945 and 1985.17 Nevertheless, it is hardly in common use any 
longer in the States, and Hofstadter is correct in assuming that the “fence” 
proverb has replaced it.
The second related English proverb is “A hedge between keeps 
friendship green,” an early variant of which has been registered in John 
Mapletoft’s Select Proverbs (1707) as a Spanish proverb with an English 
translation: “Por conservar amistad pared en medio. A Wall between both 
best preserves Friendship.”18 It might be of interest here that Ralph Waldo 
Emerson included this translated proverb from Spain in a journal entry 
of May 12, 1832: “A wall between both, best preserves friendship.”19 This 
proverb also was brought to America by immigrants from the British Isles.20
While this text is still heard from time to time in oral communication in 
the English-speaking world, it is basically on its way to extinction due to the 
widespread currency of the “fence” proverb. The implication is once again 
that some distance is needed between neighbors or friends if their positive 
relationship is to last. Hedges, however, are not particularly common in the 
United States, where fences are used to separate one piece of property from 
another (in earlier times, of course, also stone walls as in Great Britain). 
The newer proverb “Good fences make good neighbors” is thus a metaphor 
more befi tting the reality of the American landscape.
Proverbs of the Structure “Good X Make(s) Good Y”
While the two “hedge” proverbs express similar ideas to the “fence” proverb, 
they certainly don’t have the same linguistic structure upon which “Good 
fences make good neighbors” might have been constructed. Such proverbs 
do exist, however, in the English language, for example “Good ware makes 
quick markets,”21 “Good cause makes a stout heart and a strong arm,” 
“Good harvests make men prodigal, bad ones provident,” “Good words 
make amends for misdeeds,”22 and “Good horses make short miles.”23
However, these texts contain only the fi rst part of the pattern, namely “Good 
X make(s) ...” But here are a number of proverbs that are based on the entire 
structure of “Good X make(s) good Y”: “Good beginning maketh [makes a] 
good ending,”24 “A good husband makes a good wife,” “A good Jack makes 
a good Jill,” “Good masters make good servants,” and “A good wife makes a 
good husband.”25 Any of these texts might well have provided the structure 
and pattern for the “fence” proverb.
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There is one more proverb that must be mentioned as a possible infl uence, 
namely the common European proverb “A good lawyer, an evil neighbor” 
that has been traced back to Randle Cotgrave’s A Dictionarie of the French 
and English Tongue (1611).26 The early American minister and writer Cotton 
Mather stated in 1710 that “There has been an old Complaint, That a Good 
Lawyer seldom is a good Neighbor,” and Benjamin Franklin cited it in June 
of 1737 in Poor Richard’s Almanack as “A good Lawyer, a bad Neighbor.”27
The meaning of this proverb is that lawyers make bad neighbors because 
they might just use their legal knowledge to their personal advantage against 
a trusting neighbor. The slightly expanded variant “A good lawyer makes 
a bad neighbor”28 is of additional interest due to the fact that the “fence” 
proverb has occupied lawyers to a large degree as they litigate issues that 
involve barriers of various types.
The Irish Variant “Good Mearings Make Good Neighbors”
As I reviewed Fionnuala Williams’ collection of Irish Proverbs: Traditional Wit 
and Wisdom (2000), I discovered the Irish proverb “Good mearings make 
good neighbors” in the volume.29 At that time I queried: “And how about 
‘Good mearings make good neighbors’, where ‘a mearing’ is a boundary 
between land owned by different people? Might this be the precursor of 
what is thought to be an American proverb, namely ‘Good fences make 
good neighbors’? First recorded in the United States in 1846, might Irish 
people have brought this with them to America?” In the meantime my 
friend Fionnuala Williams has spent many hours looking for Irish texts of 
this proverb, and she has found a number of them in the famous Schools’ 
Manuscript Collection of folklore with its valuable holdings of Irish proverbs. 
The “mearing” proverb is still known and used in Ireland today, even though 
the “fence” proverb is clearly gaining ground with the strong infl uence of 
English over Gaelic.
Fionnuala Williams also provided me with the Gaelic variant “Cha 
raibh cómhursana agat ariamh chomh mhaith le teoranntaibh—You never 
had neighbors as good as boundary fences. [attached explanation:] Because 
they prevent so many quarrels and law-suits” out of Énrí Ó Muirgheasa’s 
(Henry Morris) collection of Ulster proverbs Seanfhocail Uladh (1907).30 A 
similar text was included in Patrick S. Dinneen’s An Irish-English Dictionary: 
“Ní raibh cómharsa agat riamh níos feárr ‘ná teoirinnte—boundaries are 
ever one’s best neighbors” (1927).31 But more important, the Gaelic proverb 
“Fál maith a dhéanus comharsana maithe—Good mearings make good 
neighbors,” as registered by Williams, was originally published in the second 
volume of Tomás S. Ó Máille’s collection of Connacht proverbs Sean-fhocla 
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Chonnacht (1952)32 with the indication of an earlier publication date of 1936 
added to it. This is all of great speculative interest, since it might be possible 
that the Irish proverb “Good mearings make good neighbors” might have 
been current in Ireland already in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century. 
If that was indeed the case, then Irish immigrants could have brought it to 
America with them. The Gaelic might then have been translated into English, 
substituting for the unknown word of “mearing” the generally known noun 
“fence.” As this new variant became known, it took a hold in Ireland and 
Great Britain after the second World War with the ever increasing infl uence 
of the American version of the English language.
Whether or not the Gaelic proverb travelled to the United States, where 
it might have become the proverb “Good fences make good neighbors” by 
a slight change in translation, must unfortunately remain conjecture at this 
point. What is needed are references and dates of the Irish text that predate 
1936 and go back to before 1846, the year of the fi rst recorded text of the 
proverb “Good fences make good neighbors” in the United States.33 There 
is, of course, also the defi nite possibility that there is no Irish connection 
at all. There is such a thing as polygenesis in proverbs (the independent 
invention of similar texts in different places continues), not surprisingly, 
perhaps, due to their shortness and formulaic structures. 
The History of the Proverb before 1914
Whether of Irish or American origin, the “fence” proverb appears to have had 
a slow start indeed. If the proverb did not travel from Ireland to the States 
in the form of “Good mearings make good neighbors,” and if therefore 
polygenesis is at play, then the origin of the American proverb might well 
be found in a passage of a letter which the Reverend Ezekiel Rogers of a 
settlement at Rowley, Massachusetts, wrote to Governor John Winthrop 
on June 30, 1640: “Touching the buisinesse of the Bounds, which we haue 
now in agitation; I haue thought, that a good fence helpeth to keepe peace 
betweene neighbors; but let vs take heede that we make not a high stone 
wall, to keepe vs from meeting.”34 Certainly this text connects fences and 
neighbors, but it is still a far cry from the “fence” proverb under discussion. 
In fact, the next reference that comes close in commenting on fences and 
neighbors and that might have a bit of proverbial ring to it appeared in 
a farmer’s almanac over one hundred sixty years later, in 1804: “Look to 
your fences; and if your neighbor neglects to repair and keep in order his 
half, do it yourself; you will get your pay.”35 More to the proverbial point 
is the following statement in Hugh Henry Brackenridge’s book on Modern 
Chivalry (1815), which satirizes various aspects of social and political life 
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in America. Refl ecting on Thomas Jefferson as President, he states: “I was 
always with him in his apprehensions of John Bull; and I deplored his 
errors only because he left himself in a situation to invite the horns of that 
maddest of all mad cattle. Good fences restrain fencebreaking beasts, and 
preserve good neighborhoods.”36 This formulation from 1815 contains the 
twofold use of the adjective “good” and approaches to a considerable degree 
the wording of the “fence” proverb. The passage also already mirrors the 
political interpretation of the proverb that has become quite prevalent in 
the modern mass media.
A fascinating variant, stressing the negative results of not keeping up one’s 
fences, appeared fi fteen years later in The Vermont Anti-Masonic Almanac for 
the Year of Our Lord 1831: “Poor fences make lean cattle and ill-natured 
neighbors.”37 This text is cited as a piece of farm wisdom, and there is no 
reason to doubt its proverbiality, even though a few more references would 
be welcome. It basically is the other side of the coin of the “fence” proverb, 
especially if one were to simply state “Poor fences make poor neighbors.”
It took another fi fteen years until the proverb “Good fences make good 
neighbors” fi nally appeared in print in that precise wording for the fi rst time 
in Dwights American Magazine, and Family Newspaper of December 5, 1846, 
with a second reference shortly afterwards in the Defi ance [Ohio] Democrat 
newspaper of May 27, 1847.38 The third early reference was located in Blum’s 
Farmer’s and Planter’s Almanac for 1850, repeated in the same almanac 
for the year 1861. The folklorist Addison Barker, who found the almanac 
references one hundred years after their initial publication, published his 
discovery in a barely half-a-page note in the Journal of American Folklore 
with the commentary that “It is possible that an early editor found ‘Good 
fences make good neighbors’ in a New England almanac or farm journal. 
Or he may have gleaned the proverb from oral currency.”39 Some years ago, 
in a chapter on the fl avor of regional Vermont proverbs for which I had 
chosen the tongue-in-cheek title “Good Proverbs Make Good Vermonters,” 
I stated as an aside that “I would give a lot to locate the proverb ‘Good 
fences make good neighbors’ in a Vermont publication prior to 1850 [now 
it should be 1846].”40 Unfortunately I have still not succeeded in doing so, 
and the honor of the fi rst printed references of the proverb thus far goes to 
Dwights American Magazine from New York, the Defi ance [Ohio] Democrat 
newspaper and to Winston-Salem, North Carolina, where Blum’s Farmer’s 
and Planter’s Almanac has been published in large editions since 1828 (more 
than 200,000 copies in the 1950s). To be sure, there is an illustration of 
two farmers working on each side of a fence in the Western Agricultural 
Almanac from Rochester, New York, for the month of April 1822.41 But 
alas, the proverb was not printed under it as an explanatory comment. This 
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was done only in a reprint of the picture in an article on “Early Almanacs 
of Rochester”42 over one hundred years later. No doubt the proverb was in 
oral circulation during the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, and perhaps 
it reached New York, Ohio, and the American South from Vermont or 
another New England state. But be that as it may, for the present study 
the dates of the fi rst appearances of the proverb in print are the years 1846, 
1847, and 1850!
If the proverb was in fact in oral use in the fi rst half of the nineteenth 
century, the historian James Veech appears not to have known it when 
he wrote his book on the Mason and Dixon’s Line: A History. Including an 
Outline of the Boundary Controversy Between Pennsylvania and Virginia in
the year 1857. As the title indicates, this book deals with a major historical 
boundary, and the precise wording of the “fence” proverb, if in fact it 
had reached considerable currency, would have been most appropriate. 
Instead, Veech seems to fumble for a piece of wisdom to end the following 
paragraph, succeeding only partially in making a somewhat formulaic 
statement:
Very many of the marks and monuments upon the line have been 
removed, or have crumbled down; and its vista is so much grown up 
as to be hardly distinguishable from the adjacent forests. It should be 
retraced and remarked. Except in part of Greene county, all the original 
surveys of lands upon the line were made after it was authoritatively 
fi xed. Hence no inconvenience or trouble has yet arisen from its partial 
obliteration. But one of the best securities for peace between neighbors 
is to keep up good division fences.43
And yet, as the Transactions of the State Agricultural Society of Michigan; 
with Reports of County Agricultural Societies for the Year 1859 show, the 
proverb had made its way West (perhaps with Vermont farmers moving on 
for better fi elds?) to Michigan: “Good fences make good neighbors, and 
enable the farmer when he retires to bed at night, to awake in the morning 
conscious that his crops are secure, and that the labor of weeks are [sic] not 
destroyed in an hour by his neighbor’s or his own stock.”44 This statement 
is a precise explanation of the basic meaning of this proverb, describing the 
need of good fences on farm land, where the maintenance of the fence or 
wall depends on responsible reciprocity among neighbors.
By April 3, 1885, the proverb found its way into the Home Advocate, a
newspaper published in Union Parish, Louisiana,45 and on June 16, 1901, 
fi nally, the proverb had its debut in an article on “Impressions of the New 
South” by James C. Bayles in the ultimate American newspaper, The New 
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York Times: “I also observe that the fence has reached a stage of development 
in its evolution from the elongated brush pile in which it combines utility 
with so much of beauty as inheres in right lines. If it be true that good 
fences make good neighbors, the people of this part of the South must dwell 
together in great amity.”46 The introductory formula “if it be true” can be 
understood as a marker indicating the common currency of the “fence” 
proverb at the end of the nineteenth century. 
The Proverb in Dictionaries of Quotations and Proverbs
The numerous dictionaries available to the phrasal sleuth are not of much 
help in providing early references except for registering that most people 
today think of the American poet Robert Frost when they hear or use the 
“fence” proverb. This goes so far that many English speakers, not only in the 
United States, think that the proverb was coined by Frost. Nigel Rees has 
observed the matter well in one of his quotation dictionaries: “Good fences 
make good neighbors. This proverbial thought is best known because of 
the poem ‘Mending Wall’ in Frost’s North of Boston (1914), which includes 
the lines: “My apple trees will never get across / And eat the cones under 
his pines, I tell him. / He only says, Good fences make good neighbors.”47
The proverb actually appears twice in this very popular poem, and there can 
be no doubt that it helped to spread the proverbial wisdom throughout the 
United States and beyond, either with Frost’s name attached to it or standing 
by itself as a piece of traditional wisdom. As far as quotation dictionaries are 
concerned, their authors usually cite precisely these three lines of the poem 
with appropriate credits to Robert Frost, starting as early as 1922, a mere 
eight years after the original publication of the poem.48
Matters are a bit more uncertain in those quotation dictionaries where 
only the one line with the proverb “Good fences makes good neighbors” 
is cited together with the name of Robert Frost. Readers might in this 
case jump to the conclusion that Frost originated the proverb.49 Elizabeth 
Knowles has solved this predicament very well in her The Oxford Dictionary 
of Phrase, Saying, and Quotation (1997) by registering the three lines of the 
poem with the name of Robert Frost in one place and the “fence” proverb 
by itself as an anonymous bit of folk wisdom in another.50 Tad Tuleja also 
succeeds splendidly in the entry in his Book of Popular Americana (1994),
even though he does not register the three lines of the poem but rather the 
fi rst line and the adage, i.e., the proverb: “Mending Wall (1914) A poem 
by Robert Frost recounting the mutual repair of a wall by the poet [more 
correctly: the speaker] and a neighbor. It is remembered chiefl y for its 
opening line, ‘Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,’ and the neighbor’s 
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paradoxical adage ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’”51 This statement 
also refers once again to the fact that people associate the proverb with 
Frost’s famous poem. The same is true for the entry in The Dictionary of 
Cultural Literacy (1988), whose authors cite the proverb with explanations, 
clearly stating that Frost is quoting a folk proverb in his poem: “Good fences 
make good neighbors. Good neighbors respect one another’s property. Good 
farmers, for example, maintain their fences in order to keep their livestock 
from wandering onto neighboring farms. This PROVERB appears in the 
poem ‘Mending Wall,’ by Robert Frost.”52
Before turning to paremiographical dictionaries, it is at least of some 
interest that Archer Taylor in his celebrated book on The Proverb (1931)
does not refer to Robert Frost at all. He clearly considers “Good fences 
make good neighbors” to be a bona fi de proverb, albeit of a more recent 
vintage then classical and medieval proverbs based on the structural pattern 
“Where there is X, there is Y”: “We may perhaps see the difference between 
this type and the modern traditional proverb in the contrast between Ubi 
bona custodia, ibi bona pax (‘Where there is good guarding, there peace is 
kept’) and Good fences make good neighbors.”53 Another folklorist, Harold 
W. Thompson, was of the same opinion as Taylor in considering the “fence” 
proverb to be well established in the 1930s. He collected it in the state of 
New York and interprets its wisdom to be of the type “found in various 
proverbs of ironical and even Cynical observation, of which Robert Frost has 
selected one for a famous poem: ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’”54
And yet, if the proverb was so well established by the mid-20th century, 
how is it possible that Henry W. Woods failed to include it in his otherwise 
very useful collection of American Sayings (1945)? It also does not appear 
in David Kin’s Dictionary of American Proverbs (1955), even though the 
folklorist W. Edson Richmond had cited it in a small collection of proverbs 
from Indiana as a perfect example for a “folk proverb.”55 And to add insult 
to injury, how could the proverb possibly have escaped the editors of the 
second edition of The Oxford English Dictionary (1989), especially since John 
A. Simpson as one of the two major editors had included it in his valuable 
The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs (1982)?56 But such are the pitfalls 
of lexicography in general and paremiography in particular. It takes time for 
“new” words and phrases to be picked up, and some expressions never make 
it into dictionaries and collections.
But not to despair or even worry—the proverb has been registered in 
many regional and national collections of proverbs in the second half of 
the twentieth century, a clear indication that it reached wide currency by 
then.57 And yet, it is utterly surprising that the extensive Folklore Archives 
at the University of California at Berkeley do not contain a single reference 
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to the proverb.58 But there are also those discoveries that bring special joy to 
the proverb scholar. This happened to me when I discovered the following 
entry in a collection of “Vermont Proverbs and Proverbial Sayings” which 
my former colleague Muriel J. Hughes had gathered by means of fi eld 
research some four decades ago: “No fences—no neighbors. Cf. Robert 
Frost, Mending Wall, ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’”59 This cynical 
variant claims that fences are needed among neighbors and that congenial 
life without fences is not possible (on a literal level the proverb could be 
interpreted as stating the obvious fact that where there are no fences there 
are also no people to be found, i.e., there are no settlements). The “fence” 
proverb, on the other hand, states the same idea in a positive and amicable 
fashion. The proverbs are two sides of the same coin, but only the “fence” 
proverb has gained vast currency and has been registered in numerous 
dictionaries of quotations and proverbs.
Robert Frost’s Poem “Mending Wall”
There is no doubt that the appearance of Robert Frost’s celebrated poem 
“Mending Wall” in the year 1914 was of ultimate signifi cance for the 
general acceptance of the hitherto rather sporadically employed proverb 
“Good fences make good neighbors.” But the poem with its twice repeated 
“fence” proverb also did not become generally known immediately. It really 
became only a literary and cultural icon in 1949, when Frost’s volume of 
Complete Poems became a household word at least in the United States. As 
will be shown later, the proverb, and about a third of the time with reference 
to Frost’s use of it in “Mending Wall,” became a proverbial “hit” as of the 
middle of the twentieth century. It owes this tremendous gain in currency 
to the fascination with Frost’s paradoxical poem that helped to zero in on 
the strikingly ambivalent interpretation possibility of its folk wisdom. Here 
then is the text of the poem with the twice repeated phrase that “Something 
there is that doesn’t love a wall” and its juxtaposition to the equally repeated 
proverb “Good fences make good neighbors”:
Mending Wall
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,
And spills the upper boulders in the sun;
And makes gaps even two can pass abreast.
The work of hunters is another thing:
I have come after them and made repair
Where they have left not one stone on a stone,
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But they would have the rabbit out of hiding,
To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean,
No one has seen them made or heard them made,
But at spring mending-time we fi nd them there.
I let my neighbor know beyond the hill;
And on a day we meet to walk the line
And set the wall between us once again.
We keep the wall between us as we go.
To each the boulders that have fallen to each.
And some are loaves and some so nearly balls
We have to use a spell to make them balance:
‘Stay where you are until our backs are turned!’
We wear our fi ngers rough with handling them.
Oh, just another kind of outdoor game,
One on a side. It comes to little more:
There where it is we do not need the wall:
He is all pine and I am apple orchard.
My apple trees will never get across
And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him
He only says. ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’
Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder
If I could put a notion in his head:
‘Why do they make good neighbors? Isn’t it
Where there are cows? But here there are no cows.
Before I built a wall I’d ask to know
What I was walling in or walling out,
And to whom I was like to give offense.
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That wants it down.’ I could say ‘Elves’ to him,
But it’s not the elves exactly, and I’d rather
He said it for himself. I see him there
Bringing a stone grasped fi rmly by the top
In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.
He moves in darkness as it seems to me,
Not of woods only and the shade of trees.
He will not go behind his father’s saying,
And he likes having thought of it so well
He says again, ‘Good fences make good neighbors.’60
Clearly this is a dramatic dialogue containing much irony. Numerous 
scholars have attempted to interpret this poem from many points of view, 
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including aesthetic, folkloristic, literary, and psychological aspects. At 
least twenty articles have been published on the poem itself, and it is also 
discussed on several pages in most books on Frost’s poetry.61 The complex 
meaning of the ambiguous poem can be summarized as follows: it is a 
poem about boundaries, barriers, (in)determinacy, conventions, tradition, 
innovation, (dis)agreements, individuality, community, property, behavior, 
communication, knowledge, and folk wisdom, to be sure. By now it is 
generally agreed that the speaker of the poem is not Robert Frost, who as 
the poet intended nothing more or less than to display the confrontation 
of two neighbors over the maintenance of a wall that, to make things even 
more diffi cult, is not really needed any longer for any pragmatic reasons. 
Commenting on this poem in a letter of November 1, 1927, Frost states 
that he consciously employed his “innate mischievousness” in setting up the 
argumentative dialogue in order “to trip the reader head foremost into the 
boundless.”62 And a great job he did, for readers to this day struggle with the 
exact meaning of the poem.
It is a shame that so many interpreters of the poem do not identify the 
“father’s saying” as a true proverb, but instead speak of an aphorism,63 a 
cliché,64 a phrase,65 or a slogan.66 Speaking for those scholars who recognized 
the repeated utterance of the neighbor for what it is, the literary folklorist 
George Monteiro claimed correctly that “when we fail to recognize that the 
neighbor replies to the poet’s [better: speaker’s] prodding with a proverb, 
we miss a good deal of Frost’s point.”67 He then proceeds convincingly to 
explain why this is the case:
What fi nally carries through in Frost’s poem is the idea that the stock 
reply—unexamined wisdom from the past—seals off the possibility of 
further thought and communication. When thought has frozen into 
folk expression, language itself becomes another wall which cannot 
know what it would wall in or what it would wall out, but which blindly 
carries out a new, and perhaps unintended, function. Meeting once a 
year and insulated from anything beyond simple interaction by their 
well-defi ned duties and limits, these ‘good’ neighbors turn out to be 
almost incommunicative.68
In this interpretation, the proverb would quite literally express the fact 
that fences create social walls that prevent any type of communication. But 
are things quite so simple with the meaning of the proverb in the poem and 
by itself? After all, it is not the “old-stone savage” who initiates the rebuilding 
of the seemingly senseless wall but rather the intellectually inclined speaker. 
In other words, perhaps the old-fashioned neighbor really is not such a 
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stubborn blockhead after all. Taking this viewpoint, Fritz Oehlschlaeger 
suggests the following interpretation:
The old man’s repetition of the saying represents his wise recognition 
that fences must continually be remade. The saying is itself a fence, for 
it divides the men while providing a point of contact (and it is only 
possible to have a point of contact where there is division). As a fence, 
the saying must be periodically rebuilt against the somethings that 
‘don’t love a wall’: most prominently here, the speaker’s egotism. After 
the neighbor’s fi rst ‘Good fences make good neighbors,’ the speaker has 
intensifi ed his campaign against the wall, and, by extension, against the 
neighbor’s individuality. By the end of the poem it is simply time to hold 
the speaker in check again, but to do it without giving ‘offense.’ Thus the 
neighbor once again goes behind his father’s saying.69
The old neighbor does in fact understand the meaning of the proverb 
quite differently from the speaker. He sees the need of the fence to get along 
with his neighbor, i.e., it is a positive and not a negative barrier or wall. What 
makes the proverb so diffi cult to understand in both of its occurrences and 
different interpretations by the two neighbors is that by its very nature it is 
a verbal form of indirection. The very fact that the message of the proverb 
is expressed indirectly through a metaphor makes its dual interpretation 
possible. Whether the proverb “Good fences makes good neighbors” is 
looked at positively (valid) or negatively (invalid) very much depends on 
what side of the fence one is on, whether and what one intends to fence in 
or fence out, and whether any fence is desirable or necessary in any given 
situation. Perhaps Robert Frost had nothing else in mind when he wrote this 
poem but to show that proverbs are verbal devices of mischievous indirection, 
refl ecting by their ambiguous nature the perplexities of life itself. Simply 
put, Frost is saying that the wisdom of the proverb “Good fences make good 
neighbors” is in the eye of the beholder. The argument of the neighbors 
over the (in)validity of the proverb continues to the present day and will not 
cease to take place. As some scholars have pointed out, the proverb “Good 
fences make good neighbors” with its possible interpretations also implies 
the obverse claim that “Good neighbors make good fences.”70 As people deal 
with forms of appropriate separation (personal space, property, territories, 
etc.), they do well to stress the need for social interaction and communication 
across the fence. The “fence” proverb, as it appears in “Mending Wall” (with 
the emphasis perhaps on mending!) and in oral and written communication, 
is a perfect metaphor for what keeps people apart or together. It is, in fact, a 
folkloristic sign for the divergencies and convergencies of life and forces the 
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careful reader into a “deautomatization of cultural conventions of thought 
and perception.”71
The Proverb in Literary Works
It is perhaps not surprising that literary authors have reacted to the ambiguous 
message of Frost’s proverb poem, accusing the poet of “sitting on the fence” 
when it comes to a clear-cut interpretation of this bit of folk wisdom. In 
fact, Robert Francis wrote a short prose piece appropriately entitled “Frost 
as Mugwump” (1980), arguing that Frost “was in favor of walls and he 
was scornful of walls. In ‘Mending Wall’ the speaker kids his neighbor for 
insisting on repairing an unnecessary wall; but the speaker keeps right on 
doing his share of repairing nevertheless. That was not the only fence that 
Frost was on both sides of.”72 This is, of course, missing Frost’s point of 
wanting to show the dualistic meaning of the proverb.
The poets who pick up the “fence” proverb after Frost tend to ignore 
the ambiguous nature of the folk wisdom. Here, for example, is Raymond 
Souster’s four-line poem “The New Fence” (1955) that argues that a fence 
between good neighbors is simply not necessary:
(“Good fences make good neighbors”—Robert Frost)
Take my next-door neighbor and I,
waiting eight years to put one up,
and now that we’ve actually done it
wondering why we bothered in the fi rst place.73
The Vermont poet Walter Hard, on the other hand, has a typically 
independent Yankee farmer react quite differently to the proverb in his 
lengthy poem “Fence and Offense” (1960):
It is likely that Alvin Paine
Had never heard of Robert Frost’s neighbor,
The one he walked the line with in spring
Mending the wall winter’s freezing and thawing
Had made openings in where none were intended.
Certainly if Alvin had ever heard his convictions,
That “Good fences make good neighbors,”
He never showed he took any stock in it.
Either that or else he had no real desire
To be a good neighbor if it required
That he keep his fences mended.
[...]74
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The poem goes on and shows how the farmer gets into trouble with the 
new neighbor and the law; they do not want to put up with his meandering 
cows. This leads to estrangement and anything but neighborliness, showing 
that the anti-proverb “Bad fences make bad neighbors” has plenty of truth to 
it. A bit of cooperation would surely have gone a long way, but that would have 
undermined the farmer’s traditional sense of independence. The neighbor slams 
a lawsuit on him, once again not taking recourse in neighborly communication. 
Thus the lack of a proper fence leads to offense on both sides.
But here is yet another twist on the proverb and Robert Frost’s poem. 
While the “fence” proverb helps us to preserve our cherished personal 
independence and freedom, we must be careful not to twist it into the 
shortsighted and chauvinistic anti-proverb of “Bad neighbors make good 
fences”—a thought-provoking variation that concludes Richard Eberhart’s 
poem “Spite Fence” (1980):
After years of bickerings
Family one
Put up a spite fence
Against family two.
Cheek for cheek
They couldn’t stand it.
The Maine village
Looked so peaceful.
We drove through yearly,
We didn’t know.
Now if you drive through




One side or the other?
Bad neighbors make good fences.75
The “Maine village” that Eberhart speaks of could, of course, just as 
well be located in Frost’s Vermont. But then this might also be a place 
anywhere in the world, where disagreeing neighbors put up a fence to cut 
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off communication. There are plenty of examples which take the wisdom of 
the proverb variant “Bad neighbors make good fences” far beyond the quiet 
village scene to the loud arena of international politics, as for example at the 
border between Israeli and Palestinian territories.
Regarding its appearance in prose literature, it is of interest to note 
that the proverb basically enters the scene after 1949, the year that Frost’s 
Collected Poems appeared and took America by storm. In contrast with the 
poets, the prose authors cite the proverb as an independent piece of folk 
wisdom without any direct or indirect reference to Frost’s use of it. In his 
autobiographical account A Year of Space (1953), Eric Linklater simply 
employs the proverb to indicate that demarcations between properties are 
necessary: “The care and improvement of one’s property, moreover, are 
traditionally a duty, not only to oneself, but to the community. Good fences 
make good neighbors, and the general well-being, the aggregate comeliness, 
of any part of the country are dependent on the respect that each man 
has for his own.”76 But things are a bit more complicated when Alfred 
Duggan has King Guthrum (9th century) utter the following words in his 
historical novel The King of Athelney (1961): “I have taken no land from the 
West Saxons, but in the north we have a saying: ‘good fences make good 
neighbors.’ We must fi x a sure boundary, to avoid quarrels.”77 As has been 
shown, the proverb did not exist at that medieval time, and it is thus an 
anachronism. The pitfalls of proverb use are indeed wide and deep, and they 
ought not to be used as automatically and thoughtlessly as is often the case 
in oral and written discourse.
John O’Hara, in his novel The Lockwood Concern (1965), has one of 
his characters go well beyond just erecting a wall. Here a person literally 
throws the unwanted neighbors off their land, yet another situation 
which has also happened on the large scale of politics: “The only thing 
to do was get rid of them, lock, stock and barrel. Good fences make good 
neighbors, they say. But I did more than build a good fence. I transplanted 
the neighbors to Lebanon County. I’m very fond of the Dietrichs, now 
that they’re forty miles away.”78 Things are not so drastic in Dudley Lunt’s 
Taylors Gut in the Delaware State (1968), where several people, “in line 
with the old saw that good fences make good neighbors [...] arrived at 
a complicated compromise agreement [about the Mason-Dixon Line].”79
In other words, the “fence” proverb can indeed be of considerable help in 
keeping neighbors from cutting off meaningful communication. A bit of 
distance and space between two parties can go a long way, especially in the 
case of bad neighbors.
Of course, the proverb has been taught by parents to their children as a 
cautionary bit of wisdom to keep one’s guard up, to keep a barrier between 
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that is just enough to protect one’s privacy: “Good fences make good neighbors, 
his mother had told him”;80 and “Good fences make mighty good neighbors, 
you hear me child?”81 And there is also the variant “Strong fences make 
good neighbors,”82 arguing more directly perhaps for the need of fences 
between people. The proverb appears to be accepted as a non-controversial 
statement, completely ignoring Frost’s deliberation on its validity. But that is 
the function of proverbs in most contexts: they bring closure to a matter by 
putting an end to any question whatsoever. In other words, fences of some 
type are needed if people are to get along, as one meaning of the proverb 
“Good fences make good neighbors” claims so rigidly and convincingly. 
Any kind of critical analysis or questioning of its wisdom is missing in these 
literary references, a fact that seems quite surprising after Frost’s intriguing 
ambivalent interpretation of the proverb.
Fences as Practical and Aesthetic Structures
Anybody who wants to sell fences or who wants to build one for practical or 
aesthetic reasons will quite naturally interpret the proverb in a most positive 
light. Advertisers in particular use the proverb as a bit of wisdom to convince 
customers what a great idea it would be to construct a fence. Here are a few 
texts from the mass media that show the frequent use of the proverb as an 
expression of common sense. In a total of 48 located texts, Robert Frost is 
mentioned only 16 times (one third), indicting that it is the folk wisdom 
that is being stressed in these positive messages:
Fences Remain in Fashion
The old saying, “good fences make good neighbors,” could be rewritten 
to read, “good fences help make good gardens.” There are few structural 
additions to the home that will bring as much lasting beauty and serve so 
many purposes as a well-designed and well-constructed garden fence.83
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Fence Sale!
Custom Fence & Railing Inc.
397A Jericho Tpke., Mineola, N.Y. 1150184
In Stone Walls, Peace and Unassuming Beauty
Well, there are still some bovines restrained by stone walls, especially in 
eastern Connecticut. We view such pastoral scenes and a feeling of peace 
and contentment pervades the soul. Why, we ask? We enjoy a sense 
of territorial assuredness. This is seen in our suburban yards of neatly 
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defi ned boundaries. ‘Good fences make good neighbors,” we believe, 
and there is security in a wall.85
Fancy Fencing Meets Its Residential Match
Good fences make good neighbors, wrote the American poet Robert 
Frost in 1914. Seventy-fi ve years later, good fences also make good 
business. “The use of wooden or wooden type fences seems to be on 
the increase,” noted Terry Dempsey, executive vice president of the 
International Fence Industry Association [...]. “Consumers today seem 
more interested in esthetics than strictly enclosures.86
Good Fences Make Good Neighbors
Call to see our Fencing and Garden Structures.
Eglantine Timber.87
Good Fences to Keep Things in or Keep Them out
Good fences make good neighbors. Good fence information makes 
building a fence less daunting. If there’s a fence in your future, visit 
a fence specialist or home improvement center, to survey styles and 
prices.88
In Defense of the Fence
“Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,” Robert Frost opines in 
his famous poem. Twice he notes with disapproval a wall-building 
neighbor who says, “Good fences make good neighbors.” Forgive me for 
contradicting the bard of New England, but he is wrong. The neighbor 
is right. Good fences do make good neighbors—with the proviso that 
the fence is properly designed and placed.89
Many more examples could be cited to document this positive 
interpretation of the “fence” proverb, either with or without reference 
to Robert Frost. Little wonder that photographer Josephine von Miklos 
introduced her splendidly illustrated book Good Fences Make Good Neighbors 
(1972) with the appropriate proverbial lines from Robert Frost’s poem and 
the following acute comments:
“Fence,” according to Mr. Webster, is an abbreviation of “defence” thus 
indicating an unquiet state of affairs between property owners who may 
not trust one another to trespass over their side of the line which had 
been established by custom and law. Thus the tradition of the Great 
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Wall of China, the walls around Vienna to prevent the Turks from 
entering the inner city, the battlements and ramparts of medieval castles 
and towns, has not really changed. When the fi rst Europeans came to 
this country they simply took up the old habits and ideas to protect 
themselves against dangers lurking everywhere. Fences and walls meant 
at least some safety. Also, from the beginning, the word “property” must 
have had a meaning. In time it attained status, and a beautifully carved 
fence or even just carefully selected and laid rocks became the symbol of 
a man and his standing in the world.90
Looking at these pictures and reading the texts just mentioned, one is 
indeed inclined to alter the fi rst line of Robert Frost’s poem to “Something there 
is that does love a wall!” But these are surely “simplistic” views of the “fence” 
proverb, ignoring its ambivalence in exchange of pragmatic aesthetics.
Housing Feuds over Fences
If matters were only that simple even in everyday neighborly coexistence! 
Fences can in fact become a bone of contention very quickly, as one newspaper 
account after another signifi es (of 46 references, 16 mention Robert Frost, 
once again about a third). When this is the case, the positive meaning of 
the “fence” proverb or Robert Frost’s asserted positive interpretation of it 
are debunked at the beginning of a more detailed account of the neighborly 
dispute. The journalists seemingly delight in showing that the proverb 
“Good fences make good neighbors” is not always true—that is not much 
of an insight, but it serves the reporters well in setting the tone for their 
articles about such recurring feuds:
Fence Foments Two-Family Feud
If good fences make good neighbors, what’s a bad fence make? It makes 
a feud. In northwest Citrus County a disputed fence has made for an all-
out battle between two families, the Sweeneys and the Callaways.91
Golf Course Fence Called an “Eyesore”
Good fences are supposed to make good neighbors—but the 1,000-foot-
long chain link fence erected by the Columbia Association along its golf 
course construction project has some neighbors crying foul.92
De-fence-ive Residents
“Good fences make good neighbors,” the renowned poet Robert Frost 
wrote, but these days, residents along 75th St. in Middle Village might 
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strongly disagree. They were good neighbors with the owners of an 
Amaco gas station at the corner of Eliot Ave. and 74th St., they say, until 
the new owner put up an 8-foot-high chain-link fence along one edge of 
the property two months ago.93
Dispute About New Fence Turns Ugly
Good fences make good neighbors. Unless only one neighbor wants the 
fence. What started out as a quarrel about a fence has escalated into 
a border confl ict that has prompted the city to consider stricter fence 
laws.94
Neighbors Can Always Find a Reason to Complain
It was Robert Frost, I believe, who once said that good fences make 
good neighbors. Nowadays, you need the Berlin Wall. Folks still plan 
neighborhood gatherings. But everyone sends their attorney.95
The allusion to legal matters in this last reference is only the tip of 
the litigious iceberg, as will be explained later. Of course, this neighborly 
breakdown is not just observed in the United States, as Patricia Crowe 
shows in her Stanford University dissertation on Good Fences Make Good 
Neighbors: Social Networks at Three Levels of Urbanization in Tirol, Austria 
(1978). In a more recent fascinating study concerning social, behavioural, 
and ethical issues with the title “Good Fences and Good Neighbors: John 
Locke’s Positive Doctrine of Toleration” (1999), Anthony Wilhelm shows 
convincingly that the seventeenth-century English philosopher John 
Locke had it right when he argued for a civil society, “for the limitations 
on human understanding in the world require the duty of toleration and 
good neighborliness to overcome the insidious effects of self-love in human 
affairs.”96 It is exactly this positive attitude towards the right and duty to 
toleration that is needed in the modern world. For this a commitment to the 
social virtues is necessary, “since fences that secure rights are necessary but not 
suffi cient to foster the neighborliness that invigorates a good community.”97
In other words, people will most likely never be able to live without some 
fences, but they should at least build them together and in agreement on 
both sides! Matters are not quite as clear cut and universally applicable, as 
shown in this neighborhood report from Los Angeles:
Neighbors Tear Down Their Fences to Build Extended Family
Robert Frost wrote “good fences make good neighbors,” but some 
neighbors in this agricultural university town beg to differ. They took out 
their saws and crowbars the other day and, board by board, tore down 
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the 60 or so feet of fence they saw as not only separating their four homes 
but also blocking out fellowship, fun and neighborly assistance.98
This action worked for these neighbors, and that is wonderful, but as 
another journalist commented on a large scale three months later, “from the 
Great Wall of China to the Berlin Wall to the hedgerows of England, people 
have always felt the need to build barriers whether for political or military 
reasons, as boundary markers or backdrops, as noise or weather guards or, 
increasingly today, as privacy protection”99. Thank God the Berlin Wall came 
down shortly after this comment, but new walls and fences are erected every 
day for many reasons, by far not all of them negative. The key issue is that if 
fences are wanted or needed, the construction should be a united effort for the 
good of all people on both sides. There should also be mending of the fence 
by both parties with plenty opportunities for communication and bridge-
building.
Metaphorical Fences
As with all metaphorical proverbs, the “fence” proverb too does not always 
refer merely literally to fences or by extension to walls. A good example is 
the scholarly title “Good Fences Make Good Neighbors: The Importance 
of Maintaining the Boundary Between Factual and Fictional Narrative” 
(1984) that William Siebenschuh chose for a literary article.100 Many 
readers will have thought of Robert Frost, but neither his name nor the 
poem appear on the pages. Merely the thought of a division between factual 
and fi ctional writing brought to mind the proverb as a fi tting metaphor for 
this distinction. For the proverb to be a sign for something quite different is, 
of course, one of its basic functions as it is employed in the communicative 
role of folkloristic indirection. Not quite a third (14 of 46) of such texts 
found in the mass media mention Robert Frost, again indicating that the 
poet’s use of the proverb is losing its importance. The declining cultural 
literacy is probably part of this process, but journalists might also wish to 
stress the anonymous folk wisdom of the proverb. Not every context, after 
all, lends itself to yet another reference to Frost, nor is it necessary with this 
well-known proverb:
Platonic Pleasantries—Loving Thy Neighbor
Good fences may or may not make good neighbors, but shared walls, 
particularly when the people living on different sides park their electronic 
equipment against them, do not. Miss Manners would therefore like to 
spell out some special rules of neighborliness, based on city living.101
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When the Neighbors Aren’t Friendly
A character in a Robert Frost poem thought good fences make good 
neighbors. Nowadays, with people living close together, maybe sound-
proofi ng would help too. And for those still unable to stay away from each 
other’s throats, there are an increasing number of mediation programs,102
which may be the best solution of all.103
These Floors Can Handle Noise
Good fences make good neighbors, some say, but silent fl oors can also 
help cement a good relationship. And slathering light-weight cement 
across a wooden sub fl oor goes a long way in creating that quiet 
fl oor.104
My Walls Came Tumbling Down—Tales from the Boardroom
Good fences make good neighbors, said Robert Frost but with an 
attitude like that I doubt he could have become a management 
consultant. The fi rst recommendation in any report they produce is 
to tear down all artifi cial barriers [between] inter- and intra-staff and 
management. Successful corporations—unlike good neighbors—do not 
need fences.105
Keep Your Hedge to Yourself
Writing about his New England farm, poet Robert Frost observed, 
“Good fences make good neighbors.” Over in Britain, it seems, this 
saying has taken on a new life. Three thousand people have written 
the government complaining of overgrown hedges in their neighbors’ 
yards. And nothing short of legislation is being considered to address the 
issue. “We recognize that overgrown garden hedges have caused distress 
to thousands of people,” said Environment Minister Michael Meacher, 
“and we take these problems very seriously.”106
County Mediator Program Offers Help Resolving Feuds
An old adage states that good fences make good neighbors. So do good 
mediators.107
The two fi nal examples indicate that at least in some cases legal mediators 
might just have to be the ones who can solve confrontational problems that 
cannot be handled by a normal fence any longer. Unfortunately, the next 
step is litigation, and the law has indeed occupied itself with the “fence” 
proverb, both practically and theoretically.
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The Proverb and the Law
Some of the references cited thus far have already alluded to legal 
implications of the proverb. In older times, villages and municipalities had 
in fact professional “fence viewers” to oversee the maintenance of commonly 
held fences by neighbors. As explained in an article on “Viewers of Fences” 
(1942) by Vermonter John Gould, “‘Good fences make good neighbors,’ 
goes an old New England saying. So fi rmly convinced of this were the early 
settlers that they chose fence viewers to make sure that good neighborliness 
did not suffer from neglect. [...] The fence viewer was an arbiter of disputes, 
[...] simply a court of original jurisdiction to establish each man’s obligation 
toward maintaining a joint fence. Their function was to settle a dispute 
before it got to the lawing stage. And that’s a pretty good purpose in 
any man’s part of the country.”108 Indeed, much effort, time, and money 
could be saved if such arbiters were at work in other types of arbitration. 
Regarding religious education in public schools, for example, matters had 
to go all the way to the United States Supreme Court, until Justice Felix 
Frankfurter could fi nally write in his opinion of March 8, 1948: “We renew 
our conviction that ‘we have staked the very existence of our country on the 
faith that complete separation between state and religion is best for the state 
and best for religion.’ If nowhere else, in the relation between Church and 
State, ‘good fences make good neighbors.’”109 This is, of course, a marvelous 
use of the proverb as a metaphorical and thus indirect device to prove a legal 
point.
Many scholarly articles have been written on legal arguments that have 
made positive or negative use of the “fence” proverb to untangle boundary 
reports, to wit David Glenwick’s “‘Good Fences Make Bad Neighbors—A 
Community-Oriented Course in Psychology and Criminal Justice” (1978), 
Hubert Rottleuthner’s “Borders Without Flaw: Do Good Fences Make Good 
Neighbors?” (1994), and Philip Weinberg’s “Congress, the Courts, and 
Solid Waste Transport: Good Fences Don’t Always Make good Neighbors” 
(1995).110 F. A. Hayek, in his classic study on Law, Legislation and Liberty 
(1973), has perhaps summarized the legal importance of the “fence” proverb 
the best:
The understanding that “good fences make good neighbors,” that is, 
that men can use their own knowledge in the pursuit of their own ends 
without colliding with each other only if clear boundaries can be drawn 
between their respective domains of free action, is the basis on which all 
known civilization has grown. Property, in the wide sense in which it is 
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used to include not only material things, but (as John Locke defi ned it) 
the “life, liberty and estates” of every individual, is the only solution men 
have yet discovered to the problem of reconciling individual freedom 
with the absence of confl ict. Law, liberty, and property are an inseparable 
trinity. There can be no law in the sense of universal rules of conduct 
which does not determine boundaries of the domains of freedom by 
laying down rules that enable each to ascertain where he is free to act.111
More than twenty years later, Hayek’s University of Chicago Law School 
colleague, Richard Epstein, echoed these thoughts in his published lecture 
on Transaction Costs and Property Rights: Or Do Good Fences Make Good 
Neighbors? (1996) with a more direct reference to Frost’s “Mending Wall” 
poem:
Robert Frost’s poem, “Mending Wall,” achieved its greatness precisely 
because its long dialogue showed a deep ambiguity about fences, and 
perhaps about the boundaries that these were designed to protect. [...] 
I think that the message that Robert Frost has offered us is a good one: 
good fences are not necessarily the right way to create good neighbors, 
nor even to demarcate the boundary lines that exist between neighbors. 
But by the same token, we should not want to say that bad fences make 
good neighbors, or indicate that boundaries are themselves unimportant 
to the way individuals structure their relationships with each other.112
The ambivalence about fences and the proverb can be seen again and 
again in the treatment they receive in the mass media in reports on legal 
issues (13 of 34 texts, or slightly less than a third, mention Frost’s poem). 
The lawsuits mentioned usually deal with property issues, of course, and the 
journalists’ reference to the proverb makes very clear indeed how important 
boundary questions are in our litigious society with its demands of private 
property:
Talking Trees
Good fences are supposed to make good neighbors. But the adage 
doesn’t seem to extend to the trees hanging over those fences. For years 
the courts have been cluttered with cases disputing the rights, liabilities 
and responsibilities of homeowners with the trees that are close to a 
property line. [...] Lawyers agree that certain basic legal tenets will apply 
in any state. For example, the ownership is normally determined by the 
trunk. If it is clearly inside a property line then the tree belongs to the 
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owner of that property regardless of how heavily its limbs hang over the 
neighbor’s land.113
Rebuilding Fences Can Strain Good-Neighbor Policy
If good fences make good neighbors, then what is to be said of all the 
fences that turned into rubble with the January earthquake? That’s a 
question that many neighbors are asking themselves as they deal with the 
task of rebuilding the many fences that were destroyed or damaged and 
are still in need of repair. Who pays the bill is the focus of contentiousness 
by many not-so-neighborly neighbors.114
New Umpires Put on the Boundary
Robert Frost wrote “good fences make good neighbors.” To take it one 
step further, good laws make good fences, and so ensure good neighbors. 
Apart from noise, boundary disputes must be the single biggest cause of 
disputes between people who live next to each other.115
My Strife Next Door
Robert Frost was right: good fences make good neighbors. The trouble 
starts when the very fences are the cause of the upset neighbors, to the 
point where m’learned friends start to rub their hands at the prospect of 
another lucrative day before m’lud. Civil dissent keeps a barrister in silk, 
so to say.116
Resolved: Where Maine Begins and N.H. Ends
If it is true that sometimes good fences make good neighbors, then the 
US Supreme Court has just helped bring an extra measure of civility to 
New England by settling a long-standing border dispute between New 
Hampshire and Maine.117
At the end of this section on legal issues, let me cite a somewhat longer 
legal case that took place in Frost’s and my state of Vermont in the year 
1989. It shows the ambivalent interpretations of the poem which, in turn, 
lead lawyers and scholars to draw their own conclusions. But by taking 
sides, they do in fact miss Frost’s point, namely that there are two sides 
to every argument—fence I mean. Things are never just black and white 
as well-structured, orderly, and legalistic minds would like to have it. In 
the following text, already in the headline, various misinterpretations of 
the poem “Mending Wall” occur. For the record once again: Robert Frost 
saw both arguments for the fence or wall, and mischievous as he was as an 
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intellectual, he chose neither, knowing darn well that the world cannot live 
without proper boundaries:
Vermont Fence Ruling Sustains Poet
The Vermont Supreme Court, following a poetic precedent by Robert 
Frost, says good neighbors need not help keep up good fences. The fi ve 
justices on Tuesday found unconstitutional a 1790 law making a livestock 
owner and neighbors equally responsible for maintaining the fences 
between their properties. The ruling came 75 years after Frost published 
“Mending Wall.” In the poem, Frost questions the springtime ritual of 
helping his neighbor fi x the stone wall between their properties, but the 
old farmer responds, “Good fences make good neighbors.” In Tuesday’s 
case, Ernest and Louise Choquette of Newport objected when their 
neighbors, Robert and Rose Perrault, refused to help pay for a fence to 
keep the Choquettes’ cows off the Perraults’ land. The Choquettes sued 
the Perraults for $316, the amount the town fence viewer ruled that the 
Perraults owed under state law. Two lower courts ruled in the Choquettes’ 
favor, but the Supreme Court said the Perraults do not have to pay. The 
high court’s ruling turned on the question of whether the public good 
outweighed the state constitution’s ban on giving special consideration to 
special groups, in this case, landowners with livestock. The court found 
it made sense in the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries to say that the 
public good outweighed the no-special-interests clause. “The land was 
predominantly open and farmed, and rural landowners were also livestock 
owners,” Justice Ernest W. Gibson 3d wrote. Without the fence law, 
livestock owners would be solely responsible for keeping their animals 
from damaging their neighbors’ property and solely responsible for the 
fence, the court said. But Justice Gibson wrote: “As a result of changing 
land-use patterns, the law more and more often applies to landowners 
without livestock. In such situations the fence law is burdensome, arbitrary 
and confi scatory, and therefore cannot pass constitutional muster.”
Many have misread Frost’s view, saying he approved shared respon-
sibility for fence-mending, said Margaret Edwards, an English professor 
at the University of Vermont. But she pointed to lines in which Frost 
says he sees his neighbor carrying stones:
In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.
He moves in darkness as it seems to me ...
Ms. Edwards said, “The old farmer is really being put down, though 
it’s done so gracefully it almost doesn’t seem that way at fi rst glance.”
Robert Bent, the lawyer whose argument prevailed at the high 
court, said a lower court judge had cited the “good fences make good 
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neighbors” line in the Superior Court decision that the high court 
overturned. Mr. Bent said the Superior Court judge, Alden Bryan, 
“sort of missed the point that Frost was making, that his neighbor was 
holding onto hidebound tradition.” He added that the legal argument 
paralleled the poetic: that the Vermont fence law was a narrow tradition 
best discarded. The Choquettes’ lawyer, Robert Davis, said he was 
disappointed but could understand the court’s logic. He pointed to 
Justice Gibson’s comments about shifting land-use patterns, and to a 
line from another poet named Robert [i.e., Bob Dylan]: “The times, 
they are a changin’.”118
Let me stick out my proverbial neck here for a moment: I would give 
a lot if this case had come up only now, with all the new interpretations of 
Frost’s poem becoming part of the legal case. My distinguished colleague 
and friend Prof. Margaret Edwards and a number of the lawyers and judges 
would have to come to the conclusion that matters are not altogether as 
clear cut as they thought. First of all, as already discussed above, Robert 
Frost is not the speaker of the poem. Then it is the speaker who initiates the 
annual mending of the wall, obviously somewhat believing in the purpose 
of maintaining it despite the fact that no livestock is on the land any longer. 
The old neighbor, on the other hand, is the one who realizes that some 
boundary in the form of a fence or wall is necessary if he wants to keep 
a distance between himself and his intellectualizing neighbor. In the end, 
they both realize that somewhat of a fence is a necessity after all, that’s 
why both of them are in fact fi xing it. So I would say that the reasoning 
of the professor, lawyers, and judges of this case is not quite right in their 
use of Frost’s poem, but I too understand that the law regarding the joint 
pecuniary expenses of maintaining the fence needed to be changed. Too bad 
it had to get to a law suit, though, for one would think or at least hope that 
neighborly friendship would try a bit harder to resolve matters. Sometimes 
it might just still be useful to listen to an old-fashioned fence viewer who 
might, on a second try, work out a compromise that could be satisfactory 
and save many legal fees and avoid ill feelings between neighbors.
International Politics and the Proverb
What is the case in local and legal politics also is played out on the international 
scene, of course. And Robert Frost and his poem are part of it all, as can be 
seen from a 1941 newspaper report on Frost receiving an honorary “Doctor 
of Letters” degree from Princeton University: “Robert Frost, recognized by 
English-speaking peoples everywhere as the most distinguished poet of the 
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generation which brought new life to poetry in America: [...], lover of New 
England, he fi nds sermons in stones, and, proclaiming that good fences 
make good neighbors, proves that no barriers can hem in the pioneering 
American spirit in its never-ending hunt for the free, the beautiful and 
the good in nature and in the daily lives of people.”119 This is indeed well 
put during the time of World War II, for while there were clearly fences 
between the warring sides, the spirit of humanity had to cross them for a 
more peaceful world. 
In the second half of the twentieth century the “fence” proverb has 
repeatedly been employed to comment on US and Canadian relations, 
two countries who are the best of friends and who maintain this friendship 
through thousands of miles of a common border. Naturally, there have 
been periods of friction, but generally the fence has worked well. Joseph 
Barber’s book title Good Fences Make Good Neighbors. Why the United 
States Provokes Canadians (1958) tells some of this story, for even though 
the two countries are as close in many sociopolitical aspects as any, they 
both want to retain their separate identities.120 That is what makes the 
fence between them such a good one indeed, and it behooves the United 
States to pay attention to this fact. The mass media refl ects this state 
of affairs in numerous reports making use of the metaphorical “fence” 
proverb:
Canada Is Missing Opportunities with Mexico
Good fences make good neighbors. So goes the famous aphorism 
regarding Canada—U.S. relations. The Mulroney government has made 
this point a central feature of Canadian foreign policy and with good 
reason—over three quarters of Canadian trade is with our U.S. neighbor 
[...]. But while Canadians are focussing on the neighbor next door, 
the U.S., what about the neighbor across the street, Mexico? We share 
the same geographical block, North America; we share the same large 
neighbor, but what do Canada and Mexico know of each other?121
“Good Fences” Keeping Us Canadian
Much of the history of Canada can be seen as the establishment, 
maintenance, and adjustment of our border, in the largest sense, with 
the United States. The border is not eroding and the public on both 
sides may be of a mind to strengthen “good fences, good neighbors.” 
That same task remains key in public policy as we begin the new century 
and it remains central to foreign policy especially. Canada is an activist 
middle power resolutely committed to working with others in the pursuit 
of humanitarian goals and international cooperation.122
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Security with Liberty
Since good fences make good neighbors, we’ve been justifi ably worried 
about the border with our friend and neighbor to the north. Because of 
our special relationship with Canada, the “fence” between us was almost 
nonexistent before Sept. 11 [2001]. Unfortunately, Canada’s lax refugee 
and immigration controls become our problem. They allowed numerous 
suspected terrorists to arrive in Canada and disappear—sometimes into 
the United States. Canada’s cooperation is essential and welcome.123
Clearly the “9/11” (2001) terrorist attacks on the United States have 
brought to light the need for secure borders, once again indicating that the 
“fence” proverb is an essential rule for international relations. As a British 
journalist had put it some years earlier: “‘Good fences make good neighbors’ 
wrote Robert Frost, the New England poet, and this wisdom is as applicable 
to the affairs of nations as to neighborhoods. Yet it is being ignored by the 
West’s wishful thinking leaders as they seek to fashion a post-cold war world 
in which all ground is common, all differences can be compromised and all 
truths are relative”124
Of course, there are also serious concerns at the US and Mexican border, 
primarily dealing with illegal immigrants and drug traffi c. Clark Reynolds 
discussed these problems in his study Do Good Fences Make Good Neighbors? 
Recent and Prospective U.S.—Mexican Relations (1973) more than three decades 
ago.125 The mass media is also fi lled with numerous articles on the strained 
relations, signaling that a new iron curtain seems to be falling between the two 
countries:
Good Fences Do not Necessarily Make Good Neighbors
As American and Mexican legislators tear down the boundaries 
impeding free trade between the two countries, U.S. military forces and 
the Border Patrol are trying to stop the high-volume trade in drugs and 
undocumented labor that already passes between them.126
Border Watch—Fence Mending
Good fences make good neighbors. That well-known line doesn’t always 
apply to the border between the United States and Mexico: like the 
border between any two countries, our fence has some intentional holes. 
After all, a good deal of the traffi c in both directions is entirely legal, 
welcome and economically benefi cial to both sides. But there’s truth 
in the observation that if Mexico City and Washington don’t get their 
border law-enforcement act together, much misery and unhappiness is 
likely to lie ahead.127
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Neighbor’s Changing Face
The man [Vicente Fox] who would be president of Mexico by the end of 
the year met yesterday with the man [Bill Clinton] who by then will only 
have weeks left as president of the United States and they talked about 
whether you really need good fences to be good neighbors.128
Judging by this situation and other international borders, it appears that 
fences of some type, hopefully humane barriers, are unfortunately needed 
for many reasons. Little wonder that the proverb has been used to report 
on US—Russian relations,129 Burma’s isolation,130 Russia’s involvement in 
Afghanistan,131 the Bosnian refugee problem,132 the maintenance of Asian 
national borders,133 the confl icts in the Balkan states,134 and many others. 
Once again the “fence” proverb is cited either with or without mentioning 
Robert Frost’s poem (interestingly enough again 16 of 48 texts or one third 
mention Frost) in its use on the international scene. All these references 
basically state that for the most part fences are needed between international 
neighbors, both between those actually fi ghting with each other and those 
trying to get along. The well-known columnist William Safi re has put it quite 
well by referring to Frost’s “deeper sense of fence mending.” Better than most 
literary scholars, he also speaks of how “the poet explains the comradeship 
and sense of mutual respect between two men who recognize each other’s 
limitations.” And then he observes that “fences have an important place in 
politics. Fence mending—talking to local politicians, contributors, workers, 
and newsmen—is considered good and necessary, but sitting on the fence is
often considered cowardly and fence straddling is opportunistic.”135 Safi re 
adds three proverbial expressions to the proverb itself, but his main point is 
obviously that the necessary fences should be erected out of mutual respect 
for each other as a reasonable border and demarcation between friend or foe.
This leads to one last but major employment of the “fence” proverb 
on the international scene, to wit its use as a most fi tting metaphor in the 
Israeli—Palestinian confl ict in the Near East. As the journalist Aviva Cantor 
put it: “‘Good fences make good neighbors,’ wrote Robert Frost. If his words 
apply to any neighbors, it is to Israelis and Palestinians. The two nations are 
like a couple mired in distrust, fear, and hatred. But each lives in a dream 
world, because neither is going to get all the property, nor will either succeed 
in driving the other out. It is time, then, to separate. [...] Here’s where the 
fence idea comes in—not steel, mines, and barbed wire, but a living fence 
established at an international conference under the umbrella of the United 
Nations—which has the structure and the experience of maintaining 
peacekeeping operations—and guaranteed by the world body.”136 Five years 
later, the Israeli journalist Yosef Goell echoed these sentiments by once again 
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using the proverb, albeit as a quotation from Frost: “‘Good fences make 
good neighbors.’ (Robert Frost) Nations should separate as much as possible 
from each other. That is how friction can be reduced.”137 By the beginning 
of 1995, Israeli politicians started to think of a real fence that would separate 
the Israelis from the Palestinians:
Israel Ponders $230-million West Bank Security Fence
Good fences make good neighbors. That concept—a $230-million fence 
to separate Israel from the 1.2 million Palestinians in the West Bank—is 
at the heart of a plan being prepared at Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin’s 
behest.138
Barak Mulls Border Fence Plan
Prime Minister Ehud Barak held a meeting yesterday with several of his 
ministers to discuss the ways and means of setting up a border fence 
between Israel and the future Palestinian entity. The prime minister has 
long advocated the creation of such a barrier, quoting often from the 
Robert Frost poem about how “good fences make good neighbors,” and 
using grand hand motions to illustrate his belief that the best future for 
his land involves “us here—and them there.”139
Good Fences Make Good Negotiators
Once, the goal of American diplomacy in the Middle East was to help 
Israel and Palestinians live together. Now, the best aim is to help them 
live apart. As quickly as possible. [...] For the near future, maybe the 
best possibility is a proposal by former Prime Minister Ehud Barak. 
Under this plan, Israel would evacuate three-quarters of the West Bank, 
abandoning some settlements and annexing others, and build a fence the 
length of the border. [...] It would separate Palestinians from the Israeli 
military and checkpoints, and Israelis from Palestinian suicide bombers. 
[...] In some cases, good fences make good neighbors or at least non-
bleeding ones.140
Separation is perhaps truly the most effective way at the moment to 
keep Israelis and Palestinians from violent confrontation. From the point 
of view of Frost’s poem and its interpretation of the “fence” proverb, there 
is, however, one problem with the design of the fence in the Middle East 
that is being constructed by only the Israelis to protect themselves against 
the terrorism of sucicide bombers. Unfortunately the Palestinian authorities 
are not necessarily playing their part in avoiding the crossing of terrorists 
into Israeli territory by fencing in these extremists. In the poem both men 
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work on the fence together to create a border between them, to give them 
breathing space and to allow them to live their lives in peace and privacy. In 
any case, alluding to the planned fence between Israelis and the Palestinians, 
the journalist Matt Rees wrote:
Good Fences for Bad Neighbors
Fencing off Terrorists. Desperate to protect itself from Palestinian 
bombers, Israel begins to build a controversial and costly wall around 
the West Bank. The planned barrier consists of multiple obstacles for 
would-be infi ltrators and is similar to a network that runs along Israel’s 
border with Jordan. Building it will cost $1.6 million per mile. The 
government so far has approved construction along 75 miles, and the 
Defense Ministry hopes to fence off the entire West Bank.141
As the headline of this report indicates, a fence might indeed be the 
only solution at the moment to keep the Israeli and Palestinian neighbors 
apart or from killing each other. Referring to the new fence and the “fence” 
proverb, the London Times asked two months later on August 17, 2002: 
“Can you ever a build a bridge by putting up a fence?”142 The answer ought 
to be yes, but the necessary bridge building between Israelis and Palestinians 
would be much enhanced if both sides and not just one were equally 
committed to building the fence in the fi rst place. Such “good” fences for 
“bad” neighbors could indeed prove the proverb “Good fences make good 
neighbors” correct in the case of the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict. And yes, 
communication across the fence could just build a bridge to a better time 
when the fence could come down again. A fascinating article with the title 
“Do Good Fences Make Good Neighbors?: Israel and Lebanon after the 
Withdrawal” (2000) by Laura Eisenberg concludes with a paragraph that 
can easily be transposed to the Israeli-Palestinian situation: “The Good 
fence may be locked, but there is a chance that a good fence can make Israel 
and Lebanon [the Palestinians], if not good friends, then at least neighbors 
who no longer trespass one another’s property or harbor the other’s enemies, 
both with deadly results. Even as good people on both sides must strive 
to break down the psychological walls of hostility between Israelis and 
Lebanese [Palestinians], the material fence separating them must remain, for 
the indefi nite future, high and strong.”143 For now, let’s maintain the fence 
on both sides together and build communicative bridges across the fence.
The Need of Fences
Speaking of the less violent problems of the electronic world of the Internet, 
an editorial on “Internet Fences” had something very basic to say about 
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the “fence” proverb: “One of Robert Frost’s most famous poems, ‘Mending 
Wall’ contains the line, ‘Good fences make good neighbors,’ which means 
that even good neighbors want it understood that this land is mine and 
that land is yours. Put another way, good neighbors talk over the fence, but 
it is important that the fence be there.”144 It is simply not as easy as some 
modern fence viewers would have it, realizing that their profession is a dying 
art, of course: “‘Good fences make good neighbors,’ Robert Frost once 
wrote. New England fence viewers disagree. They say that the best fence 
is no fence at all.”145 Another such simplistic statement claimed: “Good 
fences make good neighbors, they say. But you know what makes really 
great neighbors? No fences.”146 But the reporter was writing a story about a 
beautiful fl ower garden that connected neighbors, a well chosen exception 
to prove the general rule that fences are usually needed so that people and 
nations can get along.
This last reference by the journalist Benjamin Forgey on the exhibition 
“Between Fences” at the National Building Museum in Washington, D.C. is 
a befi tting summary for this investigation of the “fence” proverb. As he reports 
on the history of fences in the United States, he makes the all too common 
error of claiming that Robert Frost coined the proverb. Nevertheless, he is 
aware of its ambiguity in the poem and as a proverb by itself:
The Great Walls of America
“Good fences make good neighbors.” Even the poet who coined this 
most American of proverbs was ambivalent about it. Robert Frost, in 
“Mending Wall,” put the line in his neighbor’s mouth, and then proceeded 
to compare the poor man to “an old-stone savage” moving around in 
darkness, “not of woods only and shade of trees.” This ambivalence is 
doubtless why the saying became so popular—you can see both sides 
and both seem equally true. Or maybe not quite that. It depends on who 
is laying the fence, and where and why. Sometimes it simply depends on 
which side of the fence you’re on.147
But we know, of course, that there are always two sides to each fence, 
to that barrier that both separates and connects, if effective communication 
and serious commitment to common goals like peace, for example, are 
present. When people work together on not totally dispensable fences, they 
might just build bridges across them and learn to tolerate each other in a 
congenial, humane way. Fences are a necessary evil in human relationships, 
and it is better to mend them together than to infringe on each other’s 
territory or privacy. Even though “Something there is that doesn’t love a 
wall,” there is ample truth in the proverb that “Good fences make good 
neighbors.”
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pp. 57–102.
 1. Only “house” variants are listed in Vincent Stuckey Lean, Collectanea: Proverbs, 
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Pay, 6, 7, 157, 170, 171, 177, 178
























































Key Word Index of Proverbs 323
Soldier, 170
Soon, 193, 194, 200
Sow, 4, 132, 181
Speak, 7, 9























Thing, 11, 167, 168, 179, 182, 184, 
205
Thought, 11, 161
Tide, 60, 61, 197
Tiger, 171




































Work, 4, 6, 191
World, 145
Worm, 125–27
Worth, 64, 65, 122
Wound, 173
Young, 10
Yourself, 7
